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This collection of essays, attuned to pertinent issues and controversies
surrounding classic Reformed covenant theology, beckons readers to enter
the rich field of Reformed thought on the covenants. This book explores
covenant theology in both its rudimentary formulations and its broad
applications. As a leading Reformed theologian of our generation, Venema
takes up debates that center on the covenant of works, assessing with care
the case for the so-called republication of that covenant. He also tackles the
important topic of the relationship between divine election and the covenant
of grace; and not to be missed is his careful analysis of the election and
salvation of believers’ children who die before coming to faith. Likewise of
relevance is Venema’s engagement with advocates of the Federal Vision, in
which their misapprehension of covenant theology is fairly explained and
soundly debunked. This volume shows that covenant theology is still a
lively topic, and integral to explaining the gospel of Jesus Christ.
—J. Mark Beach, Mid-America Reformed Seminary

Contemporary debate in covenant theology, particularly on the covenant of
works, often pits biblical scholar against systematic theologian and both
against historians. Not only is this not the way it should be, this valuable
collection of essays models the integration of Scripture, history, and
dogmatics, and sets forth a clear statement of the classic Reformed
understanding of covenant. Along the way, we are treated to a thorough,
accessible, and incisive critical overview of twentieth-century scholarship
on the covenant, including the significant roles played by the neo-orthodoxy
of Karl Barth and the more recent New Perspectives on Paul. Venema
correctly points out that accepting or rejecting the Augustinian (!)
distinction between humanity’s pre-fall fellowship with God and the post-
fall renewed fellowship with God in Christ is a key issue in the debate. On a
subject as contentious as covenant, no one work will settle matters finally
and satisfy everyone. While legitimate debates should continue (on
republication, for example), Venema’s even-tempered treatment provides a
high standard of both form and content for this discussion.

—John Bolt, Jean and Kenneth Baker Professor of Systematic

Theology, Calvin Theological Seminary



I have given the better part of thirty years of my academic attention to the
formulation and development of covenant theology. A lot of voices out
there are speaking on this subject—some very good, others very bad; some
useful critics and interlocutors, others less so; some advocates with views
worth entertaining, others with opinions best not given a second thought.
Sorting those things out (which is which?) requires significant knowledge
and judgment, even for rather advanced students of covenant theology.
Cornel Venema possesses both, so he is an expert to whom I have often
looked for analysis and assessment of important issues relating to classic
covenant theology. In particular, matters relating to the Mosaic
administration have long been acknowledged to be among the most difficult
in articulating the unified covenant of grace, and have prompted the most
substantial disagreements within the orthodox Reformed tradition. Venema
is superb in his synopsis of and engagement with these kinds of issues. For
these reasons and more, I warmly commend this book to all students of
covenant theology, and I look forward to returning to it again and again as I
seek to think biblically about the covenants.

—Ligon Duncan, Chancellor/CEO, Reformed Theological Seminary;

John E. Richards Professor of Systematic Theology, RTS Jackson

No one today is better qualified to address the perennially important issues

of covenant theology than Cornel Venema. In this volume he considers

some of these issues in the context of current discussions and debates, doing

so in a particularly instructive and helpful manner. I commend it highly.
—Richard B. Gaffin Jr., Professor of Biblical and Systematic
Theology, Emeritus, Westminster Theological Seminary

This is a book full of insightful commentary from Professor Venema. In
places I rejoiced to see him correct some misunderstandings with his usual
clarity and incisiveness. Even those who might disagree with him will have
to be at their best. I commend this wide-ranging study to all students of the
Scriptures, and Reformed theology in particular.
—Mark Jones, Minister, Faith Vancouver, Vancouver, British
Columbia



A number of significant contemporary controversies within the Reformed
church are rooted in various understandings (and misunderstandings) of
covenant theology. In this helpful and instructive collection of essays, Dr.
Cornelis Venema sheds much-needed light on issues ranging from the
doctrine of republication to the Federal Vision theology. Regardless of
whether one agrees with all of Venema’s specific conclusions, his
arguments cannot be ignored. A must-read for those interested in the
debates associated with covenant theology.

—Keith Mathison, Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformation

Bible College

Covenant theology lies at the heart of Reformed theology. It often lies at the
heart of controversies among theologians as well. Cornel Venema addresses
key debates surrounding covenant theology with patience, gentleness,
respect, and charity. His work is valuable for its tone, as much as for its
content. If read prayerfully, this book has the potential to promote greater
unity in Reformed churches, protect people from error, and increase our
love for God in Christ.

—Ryan M. McGraw, Professor of Systematic Theology, Greenville

Presbyterian Theological Seminary

No part of Scripture, either in its detail or overall perspective, can be rightly
understood without the key of covenant theology. And, as the title suggests
(and as Sinclair Ferguson’s preface underlines), the focus of covenant
theology is in its essence Christ himself. The title itself, therefore, is a
compendium of theology! We have come to expect great things from Dr.
Venema’s writings and this volume does not disappoint. Treatments of three
major issues currently troubling Reformed churches are done with masterful
analysis. Quite frankly, these pages are necessary reading from one finest
theologians of our time.

—Derek W. H. Thomas, Chancellor’s Professor, Reformed

Theological Seminary; Senior Minister, First Presbyterian Church,

Columbia, South Carolina; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

Reformed theologian Cornelis Venema’s book Christ and Covenant
Theology examines the comprehensive theme of God’s eternal purpose to



fellowship with his people. Stressing that God’s covenant can be rightly
understood only by keeping the person and work of Christ central, Dr.
Venema clearly portrays the doctrine of the covenant as synthesizing the
biblical understanding of God’s purpose in creation and new creation.
While addressing perennial issues in the Reformed understanding of
covenant theology, Dr. Venema does not neglect recent debates swirling
around a proper view of the covenant. Especially noteworthy is his
refutation of the Federal Vision as well as N. T. Wright’s harmful denial of
the Reformation’s biblical view of justification. Christ and Covenant
Theology is compelling, comprehensive, and replete with pastoral
implications. Here is a book to make the reader think, but also a book
leading the reader to worship Christ, the origin and the end of God’s loving
and gracious purpose to dwell in everlasting communion with his covenant
people.

—David B. McWilliams, Senior Minister, Covenant Presbyterian

Church, Lakeland, Florida

Christ and Covenant Theology is necessary reading on the currently
debated issues of covenant theology. Venema provides an excellent survey
of the various modern critiques of covenant theology and of the current
debates concerning the doctrine of the covenants in Reformed circles. He
follows this with a carefully honed analysis and critique that respects both
the biblical foundations of covenantal thought and the foundational
arguments of the orthodox Reformed confessional and theological tradition.
The volume also contains an exposition of related topics that serves to
underline the importance of a well-formed understanding of covenant to the
Reformed faith and to clarify the central core of traditional Reformed
covenantal thought.

—Richard A. Muller, Senior Fellow, Junius Institute for Digital

Reformation Research; P. J. Zondervan Professor of Historical

Theology, Emeritus, Calvin Theological Seminary
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To all of my former and present students at Mid-America Reformed
Seminary, with the hope that their teaching ministries will focus upon the
glory of Christ’s person and work as the Mediator of the covenant of grace.
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FOREWORD

Our God is a covenant-making and covenant-keeping God. That is who
he is; it is how he reveals himself; it is how we are invited to come to know
him in Jesus Christ. So whenever there is a rediscovery of biblical theology,
the importance of God’s covenant relationship with his people is also
restored to its place of prominence in both systematic and practical
theology. This, in turn, filters into the life of the people of God and anchors
them in place in the unfolding of God’s purposes. As it goes with the
appreciation of God’s covenant dealings with his people, so it goes with the
church’s perspective on Scripture, on history, and on the providence of God
in the life of both the family of God and the individual Christian believer,
and, ultimately, on the consummation of all things. This is so because the
Bible is covenant oriented from beginning to end.

Not infrequently such a claim has been regarded as exaggerated on the
one hand or demeaned as a systematic or dogmatic construction on the
other—seen as not a reality rooted in the exegesis of Scripture. Thus, it is
said, the term covenant is absent from the opening chapters of Scripture
(not appearing before the Noah narrative in Genesis 6:18); and by the time
of the New Testament it has almost entirely disappeared except when
reference is being made to passages in the Old Testament. But this, it should
be said, is in part to miss the fact that the promise to Noah is of covenant
recovery, made by the Lord who is known from Genesis 2:4 as Yahweh, his
quintessentially covenantal name. It is the God of exodus and redemption,
the Lord of history, the covenant God who was active in creation and
present with his people from the very beginning. And then the whole new
epoch inaugurated by Christ falls under the rubric of the words “I will make
a new covenant.” Thus just as B. B. Warfield noted that covenant is the
architectonic principle of the Westminster Confession, so also the same may
be said of Scripture. It is not its only governing theme, but it is fundamental
to it. Indeed it is the framework within which God sets the scene for the



coming of Christ and for the bringing in of his kingdom. Elsewhere, in
connection with the deity of Christ, Warfield also shrewdly pointed out that
it is not simply in “the big texts” that the strongest evidence is to be found.
It is all-pervasive, it is the presupposition, the sine qua non of everything
that is recorded of Jesus in the Gospels and all that is expounded about him
in the Epistles.

The same is true of God’s covenant—it is ubiquitous. True, it often goes
unmentioned and the term does not constantly appear; but this is so only
because it is the lens through which everything is to be seen clearly. For in
one sense there is no such “thing” as a covenant. It is not an abstract res or
commodity we can take out and examine. For it is not a reality that can
somehow be separated from the person of the Lord himself—any more than
a marriage covenant is an objectifiable res, a “thing” that can be abstracted
from the man and the woman who are bound together in an unreserved
commitment of love for and to one another. Covenant describes the
relationship itself in all its multiple dimensions, both legal and existential.
For that reason, it is present in their lives even when—perhaps for weeks,
months, or even years—no verbal reference is made to the covenant into
which they have entered. In this sense the covenant is much more than a
“thing” that is somehow part of their relationship; it is the foundation and
presupposition of the whole. In one sense it simply is the whole—one
person binding himself or herself to another unreservedly “for better, for
worse, for richer, for poorer . . ..” The marriage covenant is therefore not so
much something that the couple looks at but the lenses through which they
view the whole of their life together. They do not look at their marriage to
find their covenant so much as look through that covenant at the privileges
of their married life. It is no wonder then that marriage serves as such a
prominent metaphor for God’s covenant with his people.

At the end of the day this helps us understand why, when we turn over
the blank page that separates the “Old Testament or Covenant” from the
“New Testament or Covenant of our Lord Jesus Christ,” we discover
something that may at first surprise but on deeper reflection is seen to be
inevitable. In the New Testament the term covenant virtually drops out of
use. Indeed, apart from references to God’s ancient covenant promises
pointing forward to the Messiah, Jesus Christ, it could be argued that—
apart from its use in Hebrews—it seems to disappear from circulation.



But this is to misunderstand. For ultimately God’s covenant with his
people is not only found in Jesus Christ; it is Jesus Christ. The new
covenant, the final covenant, the covenant in which is experienced the
fullness of God’s promise “I will be your God and you will be my people”
is made in him. In him all the (covenant) promises of God find their “yes!”
So when we rightly speak of “Christ and the covenant,” this is ultimately
the same as speaking of the “Christ who is the covenant.” In him we are
given the final disclosure of the true inner nature of the covenant that God
made with his people and unfolded in the succession and progression of
covenants that punctuate the narrative of the whole Old Testament. The new
covenant is “in my blood,” he said. Now to be in covenant with God is to be
“in Christ” who is himself the covenant of God. Indeed, Paul’s staggeringly
pervasive use of the en Christo phrase and its variants—peppering the pages
of his letters—is simply another way of expressing the new covenant
relationship. This is surely why the language employed in the former
outworking of his earlier covenant promises in relation to faith and
obedience or unbelief and disobedience now is employed to describe the
effects of the responses of faith or unbelief in relationship to Jesus Christ.
So to those who trust Yahweh the covenant Lord, blessings flow; to those
who turn away, only curses remain. This is the covenant dynamic. These
terms blessing and cursing represent covenant language and constitute a
vocabulary inseparable from it. So for those who are in Christ, all spiritual
blessings become their inheritance. From this point of view a passage like
Ephesians 1:1-14, which describes these blessings without mentioning the
word covenant, is nevertheless covenantal through and through. Unless we
appreciate this relationship between covenant and Christ, we will have a
shallower view of what these blessings mean—in fact of what blessing
itself means.

In this way, while it is a helpful analogy to say that covenant is like Old
Testament scaffolding that, when taken down, leaves Christ fully revealed,
it may also be said that the covenant revelation of the Old Testament
provides us with the skeleton of which Jesus Christ is the body and soul.
His coming does not involve jettisoning covenantal thinking but
discovering its fullness embodied in him. For in his affirmation that he
came not to destroy the Law and the Prophets but to fulfill them it is
implicit that he did the same with the covenant. So just as the fulfilment of
the former (Law and Prophets) means that we are to understand Jesus in



terms of them, so too in order to appreciate the magnitude of his work we
need a clear and full understanding of covenant.

All this being so, it should be clear that our covenant theology as such is
bound to impact every aspect of our theology. Naturally that will be true of
theology proper, the doctrine of God, since he is Yahweh, the Covenant
Lord. But it will also be true of the nature of sin, since it makes us
covenant-breakers (asunthetoi, Rom. 1:31); of the work of Christ, since in
his blood the new covenant is constituted; and of the application and
consummation of redemption, in which God becomes our God and we
become his people; not to mention the covenantal import of baptism and the
Lord’s Supper and the final consummation in which covenantal language is
employed to describe its ultimate reality: “I will be his God and he will be
my son” (Rev. 21:7).

In the history of the church, the rediscovery of this whole-Bible,
Christocentric, covenantal perspective—which is what biblical theology
really is—Ileads, it seems inevitably, to questions about the nature and role
of the law of God. This was true already in the days of Jesus and the
apostles. Our Lord himself had to explain how the new covenant related to
the nature and function of the law (Matt. 5:17-48). The apostle Paul was
accused of demeaning it, and therefore in the context of his biblical-
theological exposition in Galatians 3 himself raises the question, “Why then
the law?” (Gal. 3:19).

It should not surprise us, then, that whenever there is an awakening to
the importance of covenant theology, Paul’s question follows, and on
occasion is compelled by the rejection of any ongoing role for the law for
those who are in Christ. In turn this question may well lead on to serious
discussion and debate about the nature of justification and also of the
corporate and familial implications of the new covenant.

Proof of this is found in at least three of the centuries that have passed
since the church fractured and fragmented in the sixteenth century. The
recovery of a biblical covenant theology raised these questions for the
magisterial Reformers of the sixteenth century. Similar “hot button” topics
reemerged in the context of the covenant theology of the seventeenth
century. Those familiar with this connection are therefore little surprised
that, following the resurgence of interest in the idea of the covenant in
scholarly writing some seventy years or so ago, these same old questions
are being revisited: What is the function of the law of God? What does



justification mean? What are the corporate implications of covenant-
oriented theology?

For anyone abreast of the controversies of the day, it is altogether
unnecessary for me to say all this. But it may be helpful for readers who
casually pick up Christ and Covenant Theology and wonder whether it is an
important book to read. In fact, its importance lies first in the cardinal
importance of covenant theology; and then, in the importance of getting it
right. This is a serious piece of work, for serious readers. But anyone
willing to wrestle with the issues presented here will undoubtedly be
informed but also will grow in understanding how the gospel works.

Professor Cornelis Venema needs no commendation from me, either
personally or academically. He has served for many years now as the
President of Mid-America Reformed Seminary. In addition to the gifts with
which he fulfills a multitude of administrative responsibilities, he has also
been able to find time and energy to devote his formidable intellect to some
of the most important doctrinal and pastoral issues of the day. In particular
—as will become clear in these pages—he has given the good part of a
lifetime to reflecting on the issues involved in both the development and the
articulation of covenant theology. From time to time he has given us the
fruits of his own rich reservoir of knowledge and scholarly understanding of
this great theme in a variety of valuable articles that have helped to inform,
challenge, and at times correct our thinking about God’s covenants. Now in
Christ and Covenant Theology many of these reflections are brought
together into a coherent single volume in which he takes up a number of
important issues that have arisen in the development of covenant theology
from the Reformation period right through to the contemporary church. His
contribution is both knowledgeable and incisive and should be welcomed
on all sides.

In particular Dr. Venema treats three major issues. The first is the long-
standing question of the nature of the relationship between God and man
established in creation—which is coupled with the further question of the
nature of the Mosaic covenant. The second is an issue that has perhaps
surfaced most frequently in the Continental Reformed theological tradition,
namely the relationship of God’s election to his covenant, and then in the
light of that the much-discussed and deeply sensitive question of the
election, baptism, and salvation of children. The third question involves the
relationship between covenant and justification, and indeed the very nature



of justification itself—an issue that has surfaced in North America in
relationship to what has been denominated “Federal Vision” theology, and
in the broader theological world has been an important point of debate in
the rise of what (following James D. G. Dunn) has come to be known as
“the new perspective.” This, for American evangelicals, has probably been
most associated with the writing and teaching of N. T. Wright.

The issues Professor Venema discusses, then, are by no means simple,
nor is the scholarly debate that surrounds them always straightforward or
for that matter dispassionate. He deals with all this in a gracious but candid
way. To some readers these issues may at first seem recondite, “in-house”
scholastic discussions among learned theologians with little relevance to the
theology or life of the ordinary Christian. It is true that the issues
themselves have often arisen in the formulations of learned theologians—
and, admittedly, these formulations come and go. But underneath and
behind the issues discussed here, concerning covenant, law, and
justification, lies the biggest and most important question of all—the
question of God. More pointedly, the double-edged question, “Who is God,
really—and what is he actually like in his nature and character? Who is the
God of the covenant?” For it is a fundamental axiom of all coherent
theology that as God reveals himself to be, so he is in himself. And so while
Dr. Venema conducts his side of the discussions in a scholarly, reasoned,
learned, and footnoted manner, no one should doubt that the issues he
discusses are of major personal, pastoral, and real-life theological
significance.

Christ and Covenant Theology therefore deals with elements in
Reformed theology that are both fundamental and pressing. Cornelis
Venema is to be welcomed as a guide here, for he possesses enviable
expertise in both Calvin and the Reformed theological tradition, as well as a
detailed understanding of Scripture. His knowledge of the subject, his grasp
of the literature, and his understanding of its ramifications and
repercussions both in theological thinking and practical living well qualify
him to help us. The material he handles is demanding. But since he deals
with a great theme in a serious and responsible way, joining him to wrestle
through these questions cannot fail to instruct our minds and illumine our
understanding. In addition, it should help us to think more clearly about
God, about Christ, about the ministry of the Spirit, about the nature of the
gospel, about the life of the church, and, very near to home doubtless for



many readers, the way in which the character and covenant of God relate to
our children.

So Christ and Covenant Theology digs out a rich vein of gold from the
mine of Scripture, seeking to understand it “together with all the saints” and
to follow through on the implications and ramifications of the new covenant
for the whole of the Christian life.

What is promised here, then, is a vigorous and exhilarating theological
workout as well as an adventure in biblical theology for every reader. No
further comment is needed, except perhaps to reiterate the exhortation heard
so long ago by Augustine (himself a covenant theologian) and to which he
responded with such profound implications for the history of the whole
church: Tolle lege! So, pick up this book, and read it.

Sinclair B. Ferguson
Teaching Fellow
Ligonier Ministries
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INTRODUCTION

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the
churches. To the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of
life, which is in the paradise of God.” (Rev. 2:7)

“Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as
crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the
middle of the street of the city; also, on either side of the river, the
tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each
month. The leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations. No
longer will there be anything accursed, but the throne of God and of
the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him. They will
see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. And night will
be no more. They will need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord
God will be their light, and they will reign forever and ever.” (Rev.
22:1-5)

In the biblical drama of the living God’s works in creation and
redemption, no theme is more lustrous than that of God’s gracious intention
to enjoy communion with humans who bear his image and whose lives have
been broken through sin. The biblical story of creation and redemption, like
a musical oratorio that has four distinct movements, begins with God’s
great work of creation, moves quickly to the fall into sin, then choruses
God’s gracious purpose of redemption, and crescendos in anticipation of the
day when God’s creative and redemptive purposes will reach their
consummation in the new heavens and earth. Before and underneath the
grand symphony recounted in Scripture, lies God’s surprising, undeserved,
and invincible purpose to initiate and ultimately to consummate a
relationship of mutual love and commitment between himself and those



who belong to him through the work of his Son, Jesus Christ. At every note,
the Scriptures represent the triune God as the sovereign Lord of history,
who graciously condescends to enjoy fellowship with us. Despite the
disruption and loss of the original fellowship with God that the human race
once enjoyed in Adam before the fall into sin, God intends to grant the
fullness of unbreakable fellowship with his people through the work of the
“last” Adam, Jesus Christ (Rom. 5:12-21; 1 Cor. 15:42-49).

The beautiful imagery of the book of Revelation, which concludes the
biblical story of redemption, offers a rich portrait of the fullness of human
life when God’s aim to enjoy fellowship with his people reaches its goal.
Paradise lost has now become paradise regained. The “tree of life” in the
garden of Eden, which was a kind of sacramental sign and seal of the
fullness of human life in eternal communion with God, represents the
fulfillment of God’s work of redemption in Christ. Christian believers who
overcome in the course of their earthly pilgrimage will one day “eat of the
tree of life” in the world to come. Though Adam, and the fallen human race
in union with him, forfeited the right to access the tree of life in the prefall
state, believers are promised the fullness of life in the presence of the living
God through union with Christ after his return. The imagery that Genesis
uses to describe the original human privilege of fellowship with God and
service under his lordship in the first creation, now portrays the renewal of
creation in the consummation of God’s kingdom. Through the triumph of
the Lamb of God, believers anticipate a day when God’s intention to dwell
with his people is realized.

In that day, all of the people of God, drawn from among all the nations
and people of the earth, will enjoy the promised rest of unbreakable
fellowship with and service to God and others in his name. All the
brokenness and trouble wrought by human sin and disobedience will be
reversed. The curse of God upon the human race, and even upon the
creation itself as it groans in expectation of the revelation of the sons of
God (Rom. 8:18-25), will be redressed. Life in communion with God will
be an unending delight. To glorify God and to enjoy him forever will no
longer be a wistful hope, but a blessed reality. Every way in which human
sin has marred God’s creation and handiwork will be undone. Human life in
fellowship with God will finally be “the way it is supposed to be,” an
offering of unending worship and praise to God through Christ. The original



calling of God—to subdue all of human life, even the creation itself, under
his royal reign—will be achieved.

This grand narrative of the biblical history of redemption provides a
framework for this book’s essays. Though I deliberately avoided the term
covenant, Scripture’s main themes find their biblical-theological, even
systematic coherence, in the idea of covenant. In the history of Reformed
theology especially, the gracious condescension of God to enter into
fellowship with human beings as his image-bearers has been expressed
confessionally and theologically by means of the doctrine of the covenant.
While it has been suggested, even by theologians within the Reformed
tradition, that Reformed theology suffers from a kind of “covenant

overload,”! a distinctive feature of this theology is its insistence that the
doctrine of the covenant offers an appropriate synthesis of the biblical
understanding of God’s purposes in the creation of human beings according
to his image in Adam before the fall and the re-creation of the new
humanity according to the image of the last Adam, Christ, after the fall.

Though the emphasis upon covenant always needs to meet the test of
scriptural examination, Reformed theology has historically met this test.
Even the structure of the biblical canon, consisting as it does of an “old
testament” and a “new testament,” witnesses to the centrality of covenant in
the biblical story of creation and redemption. Throughout the biblical story
of redemption, language descriptive of the original relationship between the
triune God and the human race in Adam is often present, explicitly or
implicitly, in the way the work of redemption is characterized. The imagery
of Revelation evidences that the original goal for human life in communion
with God, foreshadowed in the biblical account of creation in Genesis 1-2,
finds its fruition in the renewed communion with God believers will enjoy
in the fullness of life in God’s new creation. While it is not my purpose in
this volume to offer a biblical-theological exposition and defense of the
centrality of covenant to the biblical story of redemption, these pages
evidence my conviction that the inclinations of Reformed covenant
theology are fundamentally correct and biblically defensible.

As will become additionally obvious throughout this book’s chapters,
the doctrine of the covenant has elicited considerable ongoing discussion,
even controversy, within the North American Reformed and Presbyterian
community. Some of these debates recall those in the period of Reformed
orthodoxy during the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In



contemporary discussions of the doctrine of the covenant, however, several
issues have received special attention. These issues, which are addressed at
various points throughout the chapters of this book, include: (1) whether we
may speak of the original, prefall relationship between God and the human
race in Adam as a covenant relationship, even though the express language
of “covenant” is not ordinarily used to characterize it; (2) whether the
original covenant relationship should be described as a “covenant of works”
in distinction from the postfall “covenant of grace”; (3) whether in all of the
distinct administrations of the covenant, before and after the fall into sin,
the source of the covenant relationship lies in God’s unmerited favor toward
his image-bearers, who may never be regarded as strictly deserving God’s
promised blessing; (4) whether the covenant of grace, particularly during
the Mosaic administration, includes the republication of the prefall
covenant of works; (5) whether the doctrines of covenant and election,
though intimately related, need to be distinguished in order to acknowledge
the presence of nonelect persons within the covenant in its historical
administration; (6) whether in all of the administrations of the covenant
before and after the fall, the law of God remains a perpetual rule of
righteousness and gratitude whose obligations must be met in order for
human beings to enjoy the blessedness of unbreakable fellowship with God;
(7) whether in the covenant of grace, Christ, the “last” Adam, discharges all
of the obligations of the law on behalf of his people in order to secure their
inheritance of eternal life; and (8) whether the destiny of the new humanity
in Christ includes not only the grace of free justification with God, but also
the grace of sanctification in renewed obedience to the law of God.
Throughout the course of the book, the significance of these issues will be
addressed in respect to a number of contemporary debates regarding the
doctrine of the covenant.

While it would be tempting to preview the resolution of these issues,
doing so in an introduction would be premature. At this point, I will offer
only this summary of the book’s argument: the chapters, individually and in
concert, aim to defend what might be termed a consensus opinion on these
issues. The subtext of my treatment of older and newer debates in the
history of covenant theology is that many of the controversies regarding
them in the Reformed community would be diminished by avoiding one-
sided, exaggerated formulations that do not enjoy the sanction of better
reflection throughout the history of confessional Reformed theology.



Although I am not interested in an approach to the doctrine of the covenant
that merely aims at a repristination of older formulations, it is important to
know enough about the history of Reformed covenant thinking to avoid
repeating old missteps or detours along the way. While there is considerable
room for diversity of formulation and emphasis within the boundaries of the
historic Reformed confessions, it is important to remain adequately tethered
to the consensus that is expressed in them.

The title of the book, Christ and Covenant Theology, captures the
burden of my argument throughout. In the biblical story of God’s fellowship
with his people, the person and work of Christ are always central. The
destiny of human life in unbroken fellowship with God, which was first
promised to Adam before the fall into sin, was ultimately to be fulfilled
within God’s gracious purpose through the work of the eschatological or
“last” Adam. The beginnings of life in communion with God, which human
beings enjoyed in Adam before the fall, were unable to reach the fullness of
unbroken communion with God apart from the work of Christ, in whom all
the promises of God, including eternal life, are fulfilled (Rom. 6:23; 2 Cor.
1:20). The story of creation and redemption that Scripture tells is a story
leading to Christ. God’s gracious purposes for covenant communion with
his people are always fulfilled in Christ, through whom believers find their
life and blessedness in fellowship with God. Though I argue at various
points that it is necessary to distinguish the prefall covenant in Adam from
the postfall covenant in Christ, these covenants, each in their own way,
testify to the glory and blessing of human fellowship with God through
Christ. The burden of my argument throughout is that Christ, and Christ
alone, is always the One through whom God’s gracious intention to enjoy
fellowship with his people finds its beginning and end.

The subtitle of the book, Essays on Election, Republication, and the
Covenants, hints at its genesis. In the last two decades, I have written a
number of essays on these topics. Many of these essays were first published
in the Mid-America Journal of Theology, a publication of the faculty of
Mid-America Reformed Seminary in Dyer, Indiana. Several chapters had
their beginnings in essays written for a volume on the topic of covenant
theology and baptism or as a draft document for a denominational study
committee report on the so-called “Federal Vision,” a revisionist form of
covenant theology that has disturbed the peace of several Presbyterian and
Reformed denominations in North America. Most of the essays have been



significantly revised—and, I hope, improved—for inclusion in this volume.
Since the book represents a collection of essays originally written to stand
alone, the reader will find, as is often true of anthologies, that there is some
overlapping in content of the chapters. At the same time, since many of the
chapters discuss distinct issues in covenant theology, they can be read
independently by readers with a specific interest. Though the chapters are
ordered by theological and historical factors, they may be read in a different
sequence that is governed by the readers’ interests.

The first part of the book begins with three essays focusing upon a
dominant feature of classic Reformed covenant theology, the bi-
covenantalism that is codified in the WCF. Though the early writers of the
Reformed tradition during the sixteenth-century Reformation do not
expressly speak of the prefall relationship between God and the human race
in Adam as a covenant relationship, by the time of the writing of the WCF
in the mid-seventeenth century the distinction between a prefall covenant of
works and a postfall covenant of grace was common. In the opening
chapter, I offer a defense of the WCF’s bi-covenantalism, and respond to
recent criticisms against the doctrine of a prefall covenant of works. The
second and third chapters offer a lengthy review of a recent book-length
defense of the idea that the Mosaic administration, though an administration
of the covenant of grace, included the republication in some sense of the
covenant of works. Though the republication thesis has been advanced with
considerable vigor by some in the Reformed community as an important
emphasis in the Reformed theological tradition, I argue that it was a
minority viewpoint among writers of the orthodox period, and that in its
modern expression reflects the revisions of covenant theology associated
with the name of Meredith Kline.

The second part of the book consists of five chapters addressing various
dimensions of the relationship between the doctrines of the covenant and of
election in Reformed theology. Though it is commonly acknowledged that
Reformed theology is marked by a special emphasis upon each of these
doctrines, there is considerable debate regarding how they are related. Do
covenant and election represent two distinct, even incompatible, “central
dogmas” in the history of Reformed theology? In recent years, a number of
interpreters of the Reformed tradition have advanced the thesis that the
doctrine of election served as a kind of organizing principle for Reformed
theology in the orthodox period, and that all of its doctrinal themes were



subordinated to an abstract and austere doctrine of divine sovereignty.
According to this thesis, the doctrine of the covenant emerged in the
Reformed theological tradition in two different forms. In one form, the
doctrine of the covenant was articulated on the basis of the doctrine of
election, diminishing the mutuality and conditionality of the covenants in
their administration. In this trajectory of Reformed theology, a
“monopleuric” or unilateral view of the covenant predominated. In the
second form, the doctrine of covenant was stressed in order to give greater
emphasis to history and the mutuality of the covenant relationship between
God and his people. Two of the chapters in this part of the book focus upon
the treatment of covenant and election in the theology of Herman Bavinck.
In my estimation, Bavinck’s treatment of these doctrines and their
interrelation represents well the classic Reformed view of the coherence
and harmony between these two aspects of God’s purpose and work in
Jesus Christ. The subsequent two chapters treat an important article in the
CD that addresses the confidence believing parents may have in the election
and salvation of their children whom God calls to himself in their infancy.
The last of the chapters in this part of the book examines the relation
between covenant theology and the baptism of children of believing
parents. All the chapters in this part of my book aim to illustrate the
intimate interplay in Reformed theology between covenant and election.
The third part of the book enters more directly into the arena of recent
controversies regarding the doctrine of the covenant. Three chapters
summarize and assess what has come to be termed the “Federal Vision.”
These chapters are based upon a draft document originally written on behalf
of a study committee commissioned by a synod of the United Reformed
Churches in North America. Although the controversy regarding the
“Federal Vision” has its roots in discussions within the Presbyterian
churches in North America that subscribe to the Westminster Standards, my
evaluation of the “Federal Vision” appeals especially to the Three Forms of
Unity (BC, HC, and CD). In my assessment of the “Federal Vision,” I show
how some controversial formulations are as much at odds with the Three
Forms of Unity as they are with the Westminster Standards. After these
three chapters on the “Federal Vision,” I address one further controversial
reformulation of the doctrine of the covenant, especially in terms of its
implications for the doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith
alone on the basis of Christ’s work alone. This reformulation is associated



with the writings of N. T. Wright, who redefines the meaning of
justification from the vantage point of the so-called “new perspectives on
Paul.”

In order to identify the main themes of the essays throughout the book,
and also to provide a synopsis of their conclusions with respect to the
doctrine of Christ and the covenants, I conclude the book with a summary
chapter. In this chapter, I return to the principal issues that have emerged in
recent discussions of the doctrine of the covenant in the Reformed
community in North America and offer a synthesis of the implications of
the book’s essays for addressing them in a systematic fashion.

1. See, e.g., John H. Stek, “Covenant Overload in Reformed Theology,” CTJ 29, 1 (1994): 12—-41.
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THE COVENANT OF WORKS AND THE
COVENANT OF GRACE



THE COVENANT OF WORKS IN THE
WESTMINSTER CONFESSION OF
FAITH

“1. The distance between God and the creature is so great, that
although reasonable creatures do owe obedience unto him as their
Creator, yet they could never have any fruition of him as their
blessedness and reward, but by some voluntary condescension on
God’s part, which he hath been pleased to express by way of
covenant. 2. The first covenant made with man was a covenant of
works, wherein life was promised to Adam; and in him to his
posterity, upon condition of perfect and personal obedience.” WCF
7.1-2.

In his extensive study of the WCF, The Westminster Assembly and Its
Work, Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield remarked that “[t]he architectonic
principle of the Westminster Confession is supplied by the schematization
of the Federal theology, which had obtained by this time in Britain, as on
the Continent, a dominant position as the most commodious mode of
presenting the corpus of Reformed doctrine.”! Certainly, when the WCF is
compared and contrasted with earlier Reformed confessions of the sixteenth
century, it distinguishes itself by its full expression of federal or covenant
theology, including this theology’s characteristic distinction between the
covenant of works and the covenant of grace. No one reading the WCF can
fail to detect the fruit of developments in the doctrine of the covenant that



occurred within the earliest period of Reformed theology in the first half of
the sixteenth century. For example, the WCF’s distinction between a prefall
covenant of works and a postfall covenant of grace—a distinction which
plays such a foundational role in covenant theology—is not found in the
writings of John Calvin, and was only first expressed among the Reformed
in the writings of Zacharias Ursinus, an author of the HC.

The development of covenant theology in the period between the early
Reformation and the writing of the WCF has been much discussed in recent

literature.” One of the disputed issues that has surfaced is the degree to
which the later covenant theology is consistent with the earlier views of
John Calvin. Those who maintain a divergence of viewpoints between
Calvin and the later covenant theologians frequently note that Calvin
nowhere mentions or develops a specific doctrine of a covenant of works.
Calvin, these writers repeatedly point out, only knew a covenant of grace. It
has also been argued that a significant divergence emerged within
Reformed theology between, on the one hand, a “testamentary” or
monopleuric view of the covenant shaped by the doctrine of election, and

on the other hand, a full or dipleuric covenant doctrine.®> Reams of paper
have been printed in evaluating these developments on the doctrine of the
covenant in early and post-Reformation Reformed theology.

Rather than reviewing the history of the development of covenant
theology or answering the questions that have arisen in the literature on this
subject, I want to consider some criticisms that have more recently been
registered against the formulation of the doctrine of the covenant of works
in the WCEF. Since this formulation expresses the dominant position of the
covenant theology of the period in which the Confession was written (and
indeed of subsequent Reformed covenant theology), these criticisms raise
important questions regarding this doctrine’s warrant or biblical propriety.
My aim is to evaluate the validity of these criticisms and answer some of
the objections that have been pressed against the WCF’s understanding of
the covenant of works.

It will become evident in what follows that there are two broad sources
for such criticisms of the WCF. The first arises primarily within the
framework of neoorthodoxy, that revision of classical Reformed theology
associated with the theology of Karl Barth. The second arises within the
quite different framework of Reformed orthodoxy, though it represents
something of an adjustment and refinement of the classical Reformed



doctrine of the covenant of works. After briefly summarizing the main lines
of these criticisms of the WCF, I will conclude with a brief defense of the
Westminster doctrine of the covenant of works.



Criticisms of the Westminster Confession of Faith

Before considering two writers who have expressed the gist of the
Barthian criticism of the WCF’s view of the covenant of works, it will be
helpful to consider a few important themes in the theology of Karl Barth
which find their echo in this criticism.

Karl Barth

To understand Karl Barth’s antipathy to the distinction between a prefall
covenant of works and a postfall covenant of grace, it is essential to grasp
what he means by speaking of the creation as the “external basis of the
covenant” and the covenant as the “internal basis of creation.” Speaking of
the former, Barth argues that

[t]he existence and being of the creature willed and constituted by
God are the object and to that extent the presupposition of His love.
Thus the covenant is the goal of creation and creation the way to the
covenant. Nor is creation the inner basis of the covenant. . . . The
inner basis of the covenant is simply the free love of God, or more
precisely the eternal covenant which God has decreed in Himself as
the covenant of the Father with His Son as the Lord and Bearer of
human nature, and to that extent the Representative of all creation.
Creation is the external—and only the external—basis of the

covenant.?

In Barth’s theology of the covenant, God’s free act of calling the
creation into existence provides a context for him to enter into covenant
with the creature. The creation constitutes the sphere within which God’s
gracious care for the creature in Jesus Christ can be expressed and realized.
It is in this sense, then, that the creation constitutes the external basis of the
covenant, the arena within which God’s saving purpose toward humanity in
Christ can be realized and effected.

However, Barth also insists that the creation has no independent
existence or meaning apart from the covenant of grace. The covenant of



grace, eternally purposed in Christ and realized in all of God’s dealings with
the creation, is the “internal basis of creation.”

The covenant whose history had still to commence was the covenant
which, as the goal appointed for creation and the creature, made
creation necessary and possible, and determined and limited the
creature. If creation was the external basis of the covenant, the latter
was the internal basis of the former. If creation was the formal
presupposition of the covenant, the Ilatter was the material
presupposition of the former. If creation takes precedence
historically, the covenant does so in substance. If the proclamation
and foundation of the covenant is the beginning of the history which
commences after creation, the history of creation already contains,
as the history of the being of all creatures, all the elements which
will subsequently meet and be unified in this event and the whole
series of events which follow; in the history of Israel, and finally
and supremely in the history of the incarnation of the Son of God.”

For Barth the whole purpose of God’s work of creation is the realization
of communion and fellowship between God and his people in Christ. In the
free bestowal of his favor and mercy upon the creature in Christ, God
shows his glory and realizes his purposes of self-revelation and self-
communication to the creature. In the covenant of grace, the triumphant
“yes” of God to the creature of his favor resounds, and the essential purpose
of creation is realized.

It is evident that Barth can find no place for a covenant of works in
distinction from the covenant of grace, which precedes in history the fall
into sin and that does not express the saving grace exhibited in the gospel.
Not only does Barth regard the biblical account of creation and fall to be
nonhistorical saga, but he also resists any suggestion of a transition in
history from wrath to grace subsequent to the fall into sin. From the
beginning, God’s dealings with the creature are preeminently and
exclusively gracious. There is no change that occurs in history in the
relationship between God and the creature because of the fall into sin.
Furthermore, consistent with his view of the covenant of grace as the
internal basis of creation, Barth rejects any ordering of law and gospel in



which the gospel does not have the first (as well as the last) word. At no
point in God’s dealings with the creature does the law precede the gospel.
Not only in eternity, but also in history, the triumphant “yes” of God’s grace
is the first and definitive word. To suggest that, prior to God’s gracious
dealings with his covenant people in the history of redemption, there
existed another covenant relationship, a covenant of works, is to introduce a
concept that betrays the most fundamental feature of all of God’s dealings
with humanity—the free turning of God toward humanity in Christ.

From Barth’s perspective, a doctrine of the covenant of works like that
enunciated in the WCF threatens the gospel of God’s grace in Christ. It rests
upon a precritical view of biblical history, viewing the biblical account of
the creation and fall of man as though it were a straightforward historical
account and transition from favor to disfavor with God.° But more
important, it permits the suggestion that humanity’s covenant relationship
with God, prior to the fall, might be construed as one contingent upon
obedience to a probationary command of God. The latter idea would entail
placing law before grace in God’s prefall dealings with humanity. It would
suggest that man’s relationship to God, at least in the primal circumstances
before the fall into sin, was founded upon and sustained by meritorious
works done in obedience to the law.

Many of the objections to the WCF’s understanding of the covenant of
works stem from the influence of these themes in Barth’s theology. Though
there are other sources for similar criticisms, it is the theology of Barth that
informs many of the arguments against the legalism of the WCF’s doctrine
of the covenant, especially its formulation of the covenant of works. To
illustrate the influence of Barth and the nature of this criticism, it will be
useful to turn to the arguments of two critics of the WCF who follow this
approach.

Holmes Rolston 111

One of the most vigorous advocates that the WCF’s doctrine of the
covenant of works leads to legalism, is Holmes Rolston III.” Rolston
believes that the Westminster’s formulation represents a substantial betrayal
of the original Reformation insight that man’s standing before God is
always founded upon grace alone. When the WCF describes the covenant
of works as a covenant in which “life was promised to Adam; and in him to



his posterity, upon condition of perfect and personal obedience,” Rolston
thinks it introduces into Reformed theology a concept of merit that militates
against the genius of the Reformation rediscovery of the gospel of grace.

In Rolston’s summary of the classic view of the covenant of works, he
maintains that it begins with and always insists upon the “merit and ability
of man.”® In this first covenant, the Mosaic law’s teaching that the promise
of life is conditional upon man’s obedience to the law (cf. Lev. 18:5) is read
back into the original state described in Genesis 1 and 2. The condition of
this covenant is not faith, but works, and the reward of life is earned by law-
keeping. Thus, man’s standing before God, his covenant fellowship with
God, is founded upon and maintained by meritorious good works.
Furthermore, there is a tendency in this older covenant theology, Rolston
insists, to identify the obligation of obedience with the natural law which
binds man’s conscience perpetually as a creature and which is sharply
distinguished from the sphere of God’s grace toward his people in Christ.
The extent to which this doctrine of the covenant is ruled by the idea of
merit is evident also in its insistence that the saving work of Christ, the
Mediator, involves a work of obedience, as the second Adam, in which the
law is fulfilled on our behalf. This is a doctrine, accordingly, that is wholly
colored by the themes of obedience and merit and that mutes the gospel
testimony of God’s prevenient grace in all of his dealings with his people.

Rolston finds all this in marked contrast with the order of grace that
predominates and pervades the theology of John Calvin, and from which
the WCF and its covenant theology is an obvious declension. Calvin knew
nothing, Rolston argues, of the two-covenant doctrine of the WCF; in fact,
he was not a covenant theologian at all, at least not in the normal use of
these terms. For Calvin, “[a]ll things are ordered according to the
movement of God’s grace in creation and purpose in redemption.”® All of
God’s dealings with the creature, whether before or after the fall, express
this order of grace.

Although Calvin does not use just that term, he speaks often of both
the order and of the divine grace first instituted. The part given to
man is reflexive of grace. From the start Calvin transcends the
concept of order as primarily moral and legal and places this under
the higher order of grace. What is paramount is that God is gracious
and requires acknowledgement of his grace.!®



Rolston believes that Calvin does not speak, therefore, of two covenants,
a covenant of works and a covenant of grace, but of one order of grace, an
order that may be either “inverted” through the fall into sin or
“reestablished” through redemption. There are not two distinct covenants
but one, the covenant of grace being a “reflection of and . . . restoration of .
. . the original order.”!!

For Rolston there is no indication in Calvin’s theology that man’s
relationship before God is sustained or maintained on the basis of
meritorious good works. For Calvin, grace always precedes the law, even in
paradise, and man’s obedience never merits God’s acceptance but only
expresses man’s grateful and responsible answer to God’s gracious dealings
with him. Life is always God’s gift, never the achievement of the obedient
creature. What man ought to do is always reflexive of grace, unlike in later
covenant theology wherein what man ought to do is fundamentally
reflexive of law. This also accounts for the superficial doctrine of sin in
covenant theology. Whereas covenant theology identifies sin primarily with
disobedience to the law, Calvin identified sin with “man’s faithless rejection
of the goodness of God in favour of his own self-willed efforts to seek his
own happiness elsewhere.”'? Rolston finds the WCF, therefore, to depart
seriously in its covenant doctrine from the theology of John Calvin and the
Reformers. In this doctrine the grace of God in Christ is no longer the first
or primary word. In its place has come an emphasis upon man’s legal
obligation to his Creator by virtue of the covenant of works.

James B. Torrance

A second critic of the WCF who follows a similar line to Barth is James
B. Torrance.'3 Torrance also regards the federal theology of the seventeenth
century, especially as this is set forth in the WCF, to be a “rationalistic”
departure from the early Scottish tradition of Knox, the Scots Confession,
the pre-Westminster confessions, and the theology of John Calvin. It is
evident that Torrance believes the source for a growing legalism in Scottish
theology and practice, confirmed in the so-called “Marrow Controversy,”!*
lay in an increasing emphasis upon the federal scheme and the conditional
character of the covenant between God and his people. According to



Torrance, the idea of “conditional grace” was introduced into Scottish
theology through the route of federal theology.

Torrance claims that while the original, biblical idea of covenant
expresses an unconditional binding of two parties in covenant loyalty and
faithfulness, the federal theology shifted the emphasis from this concept of
covenant to that of a legal contract. Whereas a covenant is rooted in mutual
promises and commitments, freely given and received, the federal theology,
by distinguishing between a covenant of works and a covenant of grace,
reconfigured the covenant as a contractual relationship. This theology “is
built upon a deep seated confusion between a covenant and a contract, a
failure to recognise that the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is a
Covenant-God and not a contract-God.”™ In this understanding, God
appears as a Sovereign Employer and man as a servant-vassal. No longer is
the covenant relationship rooted in the gracious condescension of God to
the creature, in which the creature stands as a beloved child or graciously
embraced friend. Everything in the covenant of works has the color of a
contractual relationship between employer and employee, master and
servant.

Torrance claims that a number of deleterious consequences follow from
this reconceptualization of the covenant. In the federal theology there is the
reemergence, for example, of the older, medieval view that grace
presupposes nature and grace perfects nature.'® Contrary to the Reformation
insight that nothing precedes God’s gracious turning to the creature, this
theology treats grace as a remedial measure, secondary to the original
circumstance in which man stood before God under the obligation of the
law of nature in a covenant of nature. The priority of God’s grace in all his
dealings with the creature is thereby imperiled. Furthermore, in a criticism
especially reminiscent of the theology of Karl Barth, Torrance regards the
doctrine of limited atonement to be an extension of this covenant scheme.
The federal theology knows only one solidarity of all human beings and
that is their solidarity with the first Adam, whose fall into sin alienated the
whole human race from God. It does not know of that fundamental
solidarity taught in the Scriptures in which all human beings are united in
Christ, whose headship extends over all creation and whose solidarity is
inclusive of all human beings since he is the head of the human race. This
means that you cannot say to all human beings, “Christ died for you,”
though you may and even must say to all, “You are all guilty and under



judgment.” But according to Torrance, this betrays the triumphant note of
joy that must resound in all gospel preaching—*“you are what you are by
God’s grace in Christ!”!” All of this moves the accent from what God has
done for us already in Christ to what we have to do for ourselves, if we
would benefit from his saving work.

For these and other reasons, Torrance insists that the federal theology of
the WCF is the primary culprit in stimulating—even reintroducing—a
doctrine of meritorious good works into Reformed theology. The grand
themes of the Reformation, sola gratia, solo Christo, sola fide, find in this
theology their demise.

S. G. De Graaf and G. C. Berkouwer

The two previous critics of the federal theology whom we have
considered generally express a Barthian rejection of any distinction between
a prefall covenant of works and a postfall covenant of grace. In their
theological conception, there is ultimately but one order of grace that
defines all of the triune God’s dealings with his covenant creature, whether
before or after the fall (assuming that this distinction has historical
significance). This is not true, however, of the position of S. G. De Graaf
and G. C. Berkouwer, two Dutch theologians who criticize the WCF’s
formulation of a covenant of works, but nonetheless admit a prefall
covenant of “creation” or of “favor,” as they prefer to term it, that must be
carefully distinguished from the postfall covenant of grace. Consequently,
though they criticize the WCF’s formulation for its alleged “legalistic”
implication, they do not deny the fundamentals of covenant theology or the
distinction between two covenants, the one before, the other after the fall
into sin.

The concern expressed by De Graaf and Berkouwer is that “[m]an’s
original life under God’s rule cannot be regarded, for even a moment, apart
from God’s love and communion.”'® The covenant of works formulation
suggests that there is a legal order above or before the order of grace in
God’s dealings with his covenant creature. In this understanding, the law
and its obligation are easily separated from the life and fellowship with God
that precede it. Thus, the relationship between God and his covenant partner
is misconstrued in the original circumstance before the fall into sin; it
becomes the relationship between a servant and his master, not that, for



instance, between a child and his father or between a wife and her husband.
The bond of communion and fellowship, within which the law has its
rightful place as a rule of life, is made secondary to the obligation or
demand of obedience, on the basis of which God’s favor is obtained. As
Berkouwer puts it,

[w]e err if we interpret this distinction as though God’s original
covenant had to do with our work or our achievement or our
fulfillment of his law, while the later covenant of grace has reference
to the pure gift of his mercy apart from all our works. If we assume
this we are compelled to say that God’s original relation to man was
strictly “legal,” or that the structure of that relation was determined

by man’s merit.!®

De Graaf likewise finds the idea of a covenant of works inimical to
understanding the original covenant relation between God and man as one
which was founded upon God’s favor and goodness. According to De
Graaf, the idea of a covenant of works suggests that God’s favor comes at
the end of man’s relationship with God rather than at the beginning, as its
source and foundation. This intimates that the covenant life man enjoys in
fellowship with God comes only as a reward for obedience, as something
merited or bestowed because man has made himself worthy of it. Contrary
to this suggestion, De Graaf maintains

[t]here is never any speaking of merit or reward in the covenant of
God, even in the so-called covenant of works. God in his covenant
is always the first who gives his love. Through his love he must
teach us to love; and our love can never be anything other than a
response to his love. Through the law God rules the fellowship of
love we have with him, a fellowship which has no norm in itself, but
for which God himself has established a norm. And so it is that we
by our responsibility to the norm grow in the communion of the love
of God. Thus the law is covenant law. In the place of a “covenant of
works,” then, it is better to speak of a “covenant of God’s favor.”?’



De Graaf believes that in the terminology of a “covenant of works,”
there lurks the tendency to abstract the law from its setting within God’s
original favor to the creature, which gives the creature his place as a child
and friend of God, called to obedience within the communion he already
enjoys with the Creator. This conception conjures up the possibility of an
absolute antithesis between works and grace, merit and favor, in which
man’s standing before God is thought, at least in its original and primary
form, to be founded upon meritorious works. Indeed, Berkouwer even goes
so far as to argue that this language raises once more the specter of
meritorious good works within the orbit of Reformed doctrine, a specter
that threatens the Reformation criticism of the Catholic doctrine of
justification by grace.

Therefore whoever burdens the so-called “covenant of works” with
the notion of achievement and presumes that we gain God’s favor in
this way, must endorse the idea of a “nomological” urexistence of
man and must cut asunder the law of God from the fellowship of
God. In that way he isolates and hypostasizes the law. It is not clear
how this infusion of meritum can leave room for a genuine criticism
of Rome concerning the meritoriousness of works.?!

What is clear from Berkouwer and De Graaf ’s criticisms is that they are
concerned about a formulation of the “covenant of works” that places man’s
standing before God, in the original circumstance before the fall into sin,
upon the foundation of merit and reward. This kind of formulation threatens
not only to distinguish the prefall and the postfall covenants, but ultimately
to oppose them: the first would be founded upon a principle of works; the
second would be founded upon a principle of grace. Therefore, though they
both acknowledge a real difference between these covenants—this is in part
the reason for De Graaf’s suggestion that we speak of a “covenant of favor”
for the first covenant, and of a “covenant of grace” for the covenant after
the fall into sin—they do not wish to acknowledge that man’s covenant
fellowship with God is ever founded upon something other than the love
and goodness of God in granting it as his gift.”> In this respect, their
criticism of the formulation of a “covenant of works,” though bearing some



similarity to that of Karl Barth and those who follow in a Barthian line,
should not be confused with it.

John Murray

The last critic of the WCF’s formulation of the doctrine of the covenant
of works whom I wish to consider is John Murray. Murray, though a faithful
exponent of the system of doctrine contained in the WCF, was perhaps
more critical of this aspect of the WCF than he was of any other. Based
upon his own biblical-theological reflection, Murray offered several of what
he believed were necessary correctives to the traditional formulations of
federal theology, including the classical form found in the WCF.

Murray’s original objection to the idea of a covenant of works stems
from his reformulation of the doctrine of the covenant. According to
Murray, “covenant” in the biblical writings always expresses a gracious
disposition of God toward the partner with whom he covenants; the notion
of a “covenant of works,” accordingly, is contrary to the ordinary meaning
of covenant in the Scriptures, at least when they speak of God’s
covenanting with man. In an encyclopedia article in which he traced briefly
the history of covenant theology, Murray voiced this reservation about the
older federal theology’s doctrine of a covenant of works.”> However, he
provided a more complete statement of his revision of the doctrine of the
covenant works in his important article, “The Adamic Administration.”?
As the title of this article suggests, Murray objected to the language of a
covenant of works, not only in that it militated against the gracious
character of God’s covenanting with man, but also in that it speaks of a
prefall “covenant,” whereas the Scriptures reserve the language of covenant
to God’s postfall dealings with the sinful creature.

Murray opens his treatment of the Adamic administration, his preferred
terminology for the prefall arrangement between God and Adam (as
representative head of the human race), by noting that, prior to the special
arrangement described in Genesis 2, man (who was created in God’s image)
existed in a relationship with God of “perfect legal reciprocity.”> By this
language, Murray refers to man’s original obligation to live before God in
accordance with the demand of God’s law, the demand that he love and
serve God with all his heart, soul, strength, and mind. This obligation to
love God, the original demand of God’s law of nature, constitutes the



perpetual obligation of man as a creature formed for free and responsible
service to God, his Creator. Were man to have fulfilled this law and
preserved his original state of integrity, he would have continued righteous
and holy before God, and “[i]n this righteousness he would be justified, that
is, approved and accepted by God, and he would have life.”?%

However, in addition to this original circumstance of providence, a
circumstance which Murray describes as “mutable” and absent “full-orbed
communion with God in the assurance of permanent possession and
increasing knowledge,”?” Murray notes that the account in Genesis
describes an additional “arrangement” or “administration” of God’s
providence, ordinarily termed the covenant of works. In addition to the
perpetual obligation of obedience under which Adam stood from creation,
God also “gave to Adam a specific command or, more accurately, a specific
prohibition.”?® By means of a special prohibition (Gen. 2:17), to which was
attached a particular threat of death, God entered into a peculiar relationship
with Adam. This relationship or administration threatened death and carried
within itself the implicit promise of life, though this promise is only
indirectly suggested by the reference in Genesis 3:22, 24 to the “tree of
life.”

The Adamic administration is, therefore, construed as an
administration in which God, by a special act of providence,
established for man the provision whereby he might pass from the
status of contingency to one of confirmed and indefectible holiness
and blessedness, that is, from posse peccare and posse non peccare
to non posse peccare. The way instituted was that of “an intensified
and concentrated probation,” the alternative issues being dependent
upon the issues of obedience or disobedience (cf. G. Vos: Biblical

Theology, 22f.).?°

There are several respects in which Murray’s treatment of this Adamic
administration differs from traditional covenant theology. As we have
already noted, this difference is partially terminological. Rather than speak
of a “covenant of works” or a “covenant of life” (the language of the
WSC),® Murray prefers to speak of an “Adamic administration,” noting
that the language of covenant is not used explicitly in the Bible to describe



this relationship. But the divergence is far more than terminological.
Murray also avoids the terminology of “works” because he wants to
underscore the fact that, though the relationship of this arrangement
includes within itself a concentrated probation, this administration is
“sovereignly dispensed by God,” and is “not a contract or compact.
Sovereign disposition is its patent characteristic.”!' Accordingly, this
arrangement, though non-soteric or non-redemptive, is consonant with the
essential characteristic of the biblical understanding of a covenant as a
“sovereign, divine administration . . . [that] continues without any
modification or retraction of its benefits by the immutable promise and
faithfulness of God.”3?

In Murray’s estimation, the language, “covenant of works,” fails to do
justice to the elements of grace entering into the administration. Despite the
fact that the condition of obedience is essential to the probation which
comprises such an important component of the Adamic administration,
Murray regards the gracious origin and sovereign disposition of this
arrangement as sufficient to prevent our legitimately terming it a “covenant
of works.” By means of this Adamic administration, God promised Adam
—were he to fulfill the terms of the probation—an entrance into immutable
and perpetual life in communion with himself, a state of glory that would
exceed the mutability and contingency of his original state. This promise,
according to Murray, is an instance of gracious condescension and kindness
which God did not owe the creature, but which he was pleased to grant to
him. This promise would not be granted upon the principle of strict justice
or merit—God’s justice does not require that Adam should ever be granted
the status of immutability in fellowship with God—but would be an
expression of God’s undeserved favor.

Consistent with his aversion to the language of “covenant of works” and
parallel insistence that God’s grace and sovereign disposition are basic to
the Adamic administration, Murray also challenged another feature of the
older federal theology, namely, that the Mosaic economy or covenant
included within itself a repetition of the obligation of obedience, first
enunciated in the covenant of works.

The view that in the Mosaic covenant there was a repetition of the
so-called covenant of works, current among covenant theologians, is
a grave misconception and involves an erroneous construction of the



Mosaic covenant, as well as fails to assess the uniqueness of the
Adamic administration. The Mosaic covenant was distinctly
redemptive in character and was continuous with and extensive of

the Abrahamic covenants.33

Because Murray desires to emphasize the gracious and sovereign
disposition of the Adamic arrangement, as well as the essential graciousness
of the biblical covenant of grace, he does not want to admit the legal
requirement of obedience to be as integral to this arrangement or the
postfall covenant of grace as was typically the case in the history of
covenant theology. Although the older covenant theology regarded this
legal requirement to be integral to the covenant of works, and even to the
covenant of grace, Murray distinguishes sharply between the natural
obligation of obedience and the probationary obedience of the Adamic
administration. In treating the work of Christ as the second Adam,
therefore, Murray also resists the usual understanding that it included, in an
important sense, the fulfillment of the legal obedience required by the
covenant of works. Although the obedience Christ rendered fulfilled the
obedience in which Adam failed, Murray notes that it

would not be correct to say, however, that Christ’s obedience was
the same in content or demand. Christ was called on to obey in
radically different conditions, and required to fulfill radically
different demands.3*

Murray’s treatment of the WCF’s doctrine of the covenant of works,
then, is not so much a repudiation of any of its essential teaching as a
revision and refinement of some aspects of the WCF’s formulation that he
finds objectionable or misleading. Without denying the important sense in
which Christ’s mediatorial work involved an act of obedience as the second
Adam, fulfilling Adam’s original obligation of obedience, intensified and
concentrated in the probationary command, Murray accents the elements of
grace in the “Adamic administration.” In Murray’s judgment, the WCF’s
language of a “covenant of works” inadequately accounts for these aspects
of the first covenant. Furthermore, the WCF does not fully indicate that this



first covenant or “Adamic administration” was a divinely initiated and
sovereignly administered disposition of God toward his image-bearers.



In Defense of the Westminster Confession of Faith

A careful evaluation of the preceding criticisms of the WCF’s
formulation of the doctrine of the covenant of works shows that there are
several outstanding issues. Particularly within the orbit of neoorthodoxy
and Barthian theology, the distinction between a prefall and a postfall
covenant is emphatically rejected. Following the lead of Barth, critics of the
WCF like Rolston and Torrance do not distinguish between a covenant of
works and a covenant of grace, since they regard this as an illegitimate
denial of the one order of grace which characterizes all of the triune God’s
dealings with his covenant creature. Furthermore, though the other critics
we have considered do not share the Barthian theologians’ denial of a
distinction between a prefall and postfall covenant, they object to the
WCF’s designation of the first covenant as a covenant of works. It is
frequently argued, as we have seen, that this terminology introduces the
idea that man’s standing before God, at least in the prefall circumstance,
was founded upon “meritorious” good works. This, it is argued, threatens to
make the creature’s fellowship and communion with God, not so much a
gift of God’s grace, but a reward for good works. It also threatens to so
distinguish man’s covenant communion with God before and after the fall
that the essential meaning of the covenant relationship is altered. In the first
instance, God becomes man’s debtor; in the second instance, man becomes
God’s debtor. The issues in these criticisms deal not only with the
terminology of a covenant of works, but also the underlying doctrine of the
covenant and the alleged intrusion of the idea of merit into the relationship
between creature and Creator.

Admittedly, these criticisms and the issues they raise cannot be answered
completely in this chapter. That would call for an examination of the whole
doctrine of the covenant, in biblical, historical, and theological terms.
However, there are several points that can be made in defense of the WCF.
These points need to be borne in mind, especially in order to avoid placing
an unwarranted construction on the WCF’s doctrine of the covenant of
works.?®

Two Covenants or One?



The first consideration has to do with the question whether we should
confess, on the basis of scriptural teaching, the reality of two covenants, one
before and the other after the fall, or one. Though this may appear to be an
unnecessary question, since the answer may seem so obvious, it is one
raised by recent criticisms of the WCF.

It must be clearly understood that one of the most profound differences
between the older covenant theology and much—though by no means all—
modern theology, lies just at this point. The theology of Karl Barth and his
epigones has ultimately no place for the biblical revelation of the history of
creation, fall, and redemption. In the criticisms of Barth, Rolston, and
Torrance, the difference between man’s situation before the face of God
prior to and after the fall into sin is flattened out, even obliterated. These
theologians do not clearly echo the scriptural teaching that man was
originally created good, after God’s own image, and placed in a covenant
relationship of fellowship with God. This covenant communion with God,
before the fall into sin, included promises and demands. It was, moreover, a
mutable relationship, liable to being broken and lost through sin and
disobedience. This original covenant communion, however the difference is
articulated, cannot be identified with the postfall situation in which God’s
covenant people through the covenant of grace are restored once more to
communion with God. This latter covenant, the covenant of grace, is a
covenant with the new humanity in Christ, the Mediator, and involves the
calling out of a people for God’s own possession from among the whole,
fallen human race.

When the WCF, therefore, speaks of a prefall covenant of works
between the triune God and all of humanity in Adam, and then distinguishes
this prefall covenant from a postfall covenant of grace, made with a new
people, the new humanity, those who are in restored communion with God
through Christ, it echoes the basic structure of the biblical story of creation,
fall, and subsequent redemption. The structure of biblical history, which
constituted the foundation of the older covenant theology (and of orthodox
Christian theology generally), is often missing in modern theological
revisions of the covenant, of which Karl Barth’s is a notable example. In
this revision there is no longer any place for a historical fall from favor with
God through the sin and disobedience of our covenant representative,
Adam. Nor is there any place for a subsequent covenanting between God
and his people in the covenant of grace, by means of which fallen man is



restored to renewed covenant fellowship with God in Christ, the second
Adam. In this revisionist theology of the covenant, there is only one
covenant between God and the creature, a gracious covenant in Christ,
which spans—perhaps it would be better to say, which obliterates—the
difference between man’s state of original sinless integrity in communion
with God and his subsequent reintroduction to communion in the covenant
of grace (cf. Rom. 5:12-21; 1 Cor. 15:42—-49).

Consequently, it is absolutely critical to a biblical theology of the
covenant that we recognize the basic correctness of the WCF’s distinction
between man’s fellowship with God before the fall and his renewed
fellowship with God through the gracious work of Christ after the fall. Even
though some may choose not to speak of “covenant™ in the prefall state (for
example, Murray), this does not alter the fact that a theology faithful to
biblical teaching must reckon with the difference in man’s standing before
God in the pre- and postfall states. The WCF accomplishes this by means of
its formulation of a covenant of works and a covenant of grace.

A “Voluntary Condescension”

This brings us to what may be a more difficult issue, which has to do
with the nature of the prefall relationship between the triune Creator and his
sinless image-bearers. We have seen that the WCF has been frequently
charged with a misconstrual of this relationship that rests man’s communion
with God on the foundation of meritorious works. Implicit in this criticism
is the fear that the formulation of the WCEF, though rightly distinguishing
the pre- and postfall states, so distinguishes man’s communion with God
before the fall from his communion with God by grace after the fall, that
there is almost an antithesis in the meaning of covenant before and after the
fall. Or, to state it somewhat differently, the language of the WCF suggests
a kind of equivocation on the meaning of covenant: in the one instance, it
describes the relationship and communion of an Employer and employee, a
Master and a servant (the prefall covenant of works), and in the other
instance it describes the relationship of a Father and a child, or of a
Husband and a wife (the postfall covenant of grace). The former covenant is
merited; the latter is freely and graciously given. The former covenant is a
matter of justice; the latter is a matter of grace.



This construction of the meaning and significance of the WCF’s doctrine
of the covenant of works, however, is open to serious objection. It trades
too much upon the explicit language of a covenant of works and neglects to
notice other aspects of the WCF’s understanding of the covenant.
Specifically, it fails to note that the WCF also speaks of God’s
condescending favor in the covenant of works and of God’s freely granted
justice in the covenant of grace. The full statement of the doctrine of the
covenant in the WCF includes promise and demand as essential constituents
of both the covenant of works and the covenant of grace. It is imperative to
notice that the WCF, before defining the covenant of works in chapter 7.2
begins with a statement of the way all of the Creator’s dealings with the
creature are ordered covenantally (7.1). In this statement, we read that

[t]he distance between God and the creature is so great, that
although reasonable creatures do owe obedience unto him as their
Creator, yet they could never have any fruition of him as their
blessedness and reward, but by some voluntary condescension on
God’s part, which he hath been pleased to express by way of
covenant.

By employing the language of voluntary condescension, the WCF makes
it clear that the original covenant relationship was a sovereignly
administered bestowal of God’s favor to his image-bearers. In this covenant
relationship, it is God who takes the initiative and condescends to the
creature. He enters into a communion with Adam as his “son” (Luke 3:38)
and not simply as a servant, in which a promise is made and an obligation
stipulated. This language, accordingly, expresses something of what Murray
and others mean when they speak of the “gracious elements” in the
covenant of works, or when they insist that this covenant was not based
upon a principle of “strict” justice, namely, the principle that man receives
from God in this covenant only that which he in the strictest sense deserves.
Adam is granted and established in a communion of life with his Creator in
the covenant of works. And though he is obligated by the terms of his
probation to offer a free obedience to his Creator, this obligation does not
stand at the foreground or as the foundation of the covenant relationship,



but rather it serves to express the manner and requirement of its
administration.3®

The WCF’s emphasis upon all of God’s covenants as voluntary
condescensions exonerates the Confession from the charge of depriving the
original covenant of the elements of God’s favor and goodness, as though it
were only a matter of strict justice between a master and his servant.
Moreover, by its apparent distinction between the original natural state in
which “reasonable creatures do owe obedience unto him [God] as their
Creator” and the covenant of works, the WCF preserves the element of
unmerited bestowal in this original covenant.3” It simply cannot be argued
convincingly that the WCF neglects this component of the original
covenant relationship between God and the creature before the fall into sin
and the institution of the covenant of grace. Though it may be helpful to
reserve the term “grace” for God’s unmerited favor toward undeserving
sinners, there can be no objection to the claim that the Confession’s
language of “voluntary condescension” refers to the undeserved favor God
as Creator shows to his sinless creatures and image-bearers.

The Terminology of “Covenant of Works”

No consideration of the criticisms often brought against the WCF on the
covenant of works can avoid dealing with the question of terminology.
Does the language of a covenant of works present, especially in view of
what we argued in the preceding section, something of a one-sided
understanding of the original covenant? Perhaps it would be better to speak
in terms of a “covenant of life,” the language used for this covenant
relationship in WSC 12. This language, or language like that of “covenant
of creation” or “covenant of favor,” does not diminish or belie the fact that
God’s original covenant with man was a bestowal of his favor, an act of
undeserved and sovereign goodness in which the Creator took man into
communion with himself as a friend and son. By contrast, the language of a
covenant of “works,” when exclusively employed as a description of the
prefall covenant, may seem to convey that man’s standing in this covenant
was founded solely upon his own achievements or accomplishments.

One aspect of terminology with which I am not directly concerned here
has to do with the absence of the language of “covenant” in the Bible to
describe the prefall state. It is certainly true, as John Murray has argued,



that the Scriptures do not clearly describe the original relationship between
God and his image-bearers as a “covenant,” and therefore the use of this
language is not expressly biblical. However, the arguments in the history of
theology for terming this relationship a “covenant” remain compelling.
These arguments openly acknowledge that the doctrine is not expressly set
down in the Scriptures, but nonetheless there are a number of biblical
teachings or sedes doctrinae that cumulatively warrant the designation of
this relationship as a covenant, the normal biblical designation for God’s
communion with his redeemed people in the covenant of grace.3® When the
constituent elements of a covenant are present, and when the normal
biblical term for a divinely instituted and administered communion between
God and his creature is “covenant,” there should be no substantial objection
to the use of this language. John Murray, who highlights the lack of an
express biblical reference, prefers the terminology of an “Adamic
administration.” This terminology is not only alien to the biblical
descriptions of the prefall state, however, but also to the biblical
descriptions of God’s communion with man in general.

On the matter of terminology, two points need to be made. First, the
terminology of “covenant of works” needs to be complemented by the
alternative terminology of “covenant of life” or “covenant of favor” (or
even “covenant of creation”). There is a one-sidedness in the language of a
covenant of works that demands the use of these complementary
designations. It is especially helpful to speak of the prefall covenant as a
“covenant of favor” since this language reminds us that this covenant was
initiated and established by God, placed man in an undeserved position of
special favor, and granted him life in communion with God which his
obedience would maintain, unfold, and perfect. Even the obligation of
obedience to the law, concentrated and intensified in the so-called
probationary command, was an invitation to man to respond to his covenant
Creator in heartfelt, thankful service. These dimensions of the first covenant
can easily be diminished, when the exclusive terminology for this covenant
is that of a “covenant of works.”

A second consideration counterbalances this one. The language of a
“covenant of works” helps to emphasize what was integral to the first
covenant, namely, the obligation of obedience on condition of which man
would be perfected in immutable covenant communion with God. In the
account in Genesis 2 of the stipulation of obedience, this dimension of the



first covenant is most prominent. The language of the WCF, accordingly,
keeps clearly before us the fact that no communion with God is possible for
man, certainly no communion in which man might enjoy the fullness of life,
short of one in which he offers to his Creator a glad-hearted obedience.
Furthermore, this language clearly distinguishes the first covenant from the
covenant of grace on precisely that matter which is most decisive. Though
the first covenant was indeed an undeserved bestowal of divine favor, it was
a favor shown to a sinless creature who had not yet forfeited through sin
any further claim upon God’s goodness. Moreover, the promise of the
prefall covenant, eternal life in unbreakable communion with God, was
granted upon “condition of personal and perfect obedience,” to use the
language of the WCF. There is a real difference between undeserved favor
shown a sinless creature, obliged to perfect obedience by the terms of the
prefall covenant of works, and the undeserved grace granted the disobedient
covenant breaker in the postfall covenant of grace. The language of the
WCEF helps keep the difference between man’s status before and after the
fall clearly in perspective. God’s dealings with man before the fall were not
gracious in the strict sense of favor toward a fallen creature, as in the
covenant of grace. In the covenant of grace, the demand and obligation of
obedience remain, but God graciously gives a Mediator through whom that
demand and obligation are met. What was promised man in the first
covenant, on condition of “perfect and personal obedience,” is given to the
believer in the covenant of grace through the work of obedience of the
second Adam. Only through the free gift of that righteousness which
belongs to Christ, the second Adam, does the believer who receives this gift
by faith become acceptable to God and again find himself received into his
favor as a redeemed son (Rom. 5:18-21).

Therefore, the real difference between the first and second covenants is
maintained by and reflected in the WCF’s distinction between a covenant of
works and a covenant of grace. Though this language may not be complete
or altogether satisfactory, it preserves well the difference between a
communion which, to be maintained and perfected, requires free and
heartfelt obedience, and a communion which, to be restored and regained,
requires the gracious and merciful granting of eternal life through the work
of a Savior. It echoes the scriptural truth that the life promised man in the
first covenant is only restored to man and ultimately realized in
eschatological glory in the covenant of grace (cf. Rom. 6:23; Rev. 2:7).



What about “Merit?”

In order not to leave one further loose end among the common
objections to the WCF’s doctrine of the covenant of works, it is necessary at
this point to consider whether it is ever permissible to speak of “merit” in
the relationship between God and his covenant creature. One of the
difficulties that emerges from a review of the criticisms of the WCF is the
ambiguity of the language of “condition” and “merit” in many treatments of
the covenant of works.

It should be evident from the foregoing that there is one obvious sense in
which the language of “merit” has no place in a biblical theology of the
covenant: at no point in God’s dealings with man as covenant creature may
we say that God, in the strict sense of justice, owes the creature anything.3°
Everything God bestows upon the creature, whether in creation or
redemption, is an undeserved benefit of his goodness and kindness. This
holds true as much for man in his original state as in his redeemed state,
though there is a difference between the favor shown sinless man and the
grace shown the sinner, the covenant breaker who has forfeited any claim
upon God’s continued favor. At no point in God’s dealings with man may
we say that man gets what he deserves, strictly speaking, from God.*’

The fact is that God, by entering into covenant with man, has bound
himself by the promises as well as the demands of that covenant. This
means that Adam’s obedience to the stipulated obedience, though it were an
outworking and development within the covenant communion in which he
was placed by God’s prevenient favor, would nonetheless “merit” or
“deserve” the reward of righteousness God himself had promised. In the
covenant itself God bound himself to grant, as in some sense a reward well-
deserved, the fullness of covenant fellowship into which Adam was called.
The terms of the stipulation of obedience—the explicit threat of death in the
case of disobedience, the implicit promise of life in the case of obedience—
warrant a qualified use of the language of “merit” or “reward.”*!

This becomes especially significant when we consider the work of
Christ, the covenant Mediator and second Adam. Christ, by his obedient
fulfillment of all that the law required, can legitimately be said to have
merited or earned the Father’s favor toward his people, those for whom he
actively obeyed the law and on whose behalf he suffered its curse (his so-
called “active” and “passive” obedience). Christ met the conditions of the



first covenant and obtained for his people a favor previously lost through
the disobedience of their first federal head, Adam.

In this connection, it is instructive to note that Calvin, to whom many
appeal when criticizing the WCF’s language of “works” and of “condition”
in describing the first covenant, explicitly defends the practice of speaking
of Christ’s work in the covenant of grace as “meritorious.” Admittedly,
Calvin readily acknowledges that Christ’s work is not meritorious in the
sense that our salvation finds its ultimate source in God’s justice. Christ
himself, in his person and his work as Mediator, is wholly the gracious gift
of the Father on behalf of his people. In that sense, all of Christ’s work finds
its source in the grace, the unmerited favor, of God toward undeserving
sinners. Nonetheless, integral to the gracious work of Christ is an
obedience, after the pattern of Adam’s disobedience, which remedies our
circumstance as sinners by meriting God’s favor and restoring us to a state
of acceptance with God.** Christ’s work as Mediator, including both his
perfect obedience to the demands of God’s law and his suffering the penalty
due the lawbreaker, earns salvation for his people. Though all stems from
God’s undeserved grace or favor, this does not mean that the actual work
accomplished by Christ in no respect can be described as “meriting”
salvation for his people. In the work of Christ as Mediator, God’s “exact
justice and rich grace” are demonstrated and maintained.*>

Therefore, whether or not one is fully satisfied with the WCF’s choice of
words when it speaks of a “covenant of works,” it remains true that the
biblical teaching which the covenant doctrine of this confession expresses is
the common inheritance of the Reformed churches historically. This
inheritance has always understood the work of Christ, in the context of
redemption and the covenant of grace, to be one which restores fallen man
to that original favor and communion with God in and for which he was
first created. The covenant of grace is a postfall remedy for the rupture in
the covenant relationship between God and man brought about by the
failure of Adam to live happily in terms of the first covenant. And it is a
remedy that fulfills the covenant creature’s obligations to his Creator,
thereby restoring him to, and perfecting him in, fellowship with God.



Conclusion

Though not exhaustive, the preceding defense against many recent
criticisms of the WCF’s doctrine of the covenant of works should caution
against jettisoning its formulations too quickly. It is especially important
that critics of the WCF, especially those who write from within the
framework of a commitment to historic Reformed orthodoxy, not
unwittingly join their voices to those who do not share this commitment and
whose criticisms arise out of a radically unbiblical framework.

The WCF’s formulation of the doctrine of the covenant of works rightly
preserves the difference between the covenant of favor which man enjoyed
before the fall into sin and the covenant of grace by which this favor, once
forfeited, is restored. It preserves the real historical difference between
sinless man’s fellowship and communion with God, a fellowship to be
expressed and fulfilled in the way of obedience, and the sinner’s restoration
to fellowship through the work of Another, the second Adam. Furthermore,
the WCF reminds us in its covenant doctrine that the saving work of Christ,
the Mediator of the covenant of grace, involved not only an atoning death
which satisfied the truth and justice of the first covenant, but also a saving
life of obedience by which man’s creaturely/covenantal obligation to his
Creator was fulfilled. In so doing, the WCF helps us to see more clearly the
glory of our covenant Mediator, by whose life, death, and resurrection the
believer is restored to covenantal life and fellowship with God.
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Rapids, MI: Baker, 1985), s.v. ex pacto, 108-9. Turretin’s treatment of the meaning of the language
of “merit,” whether “properly” in the sense of “strict justice” or “improperly” in the sense of the
covenanted promise of life upon condition of personal and perfect obedience, offers the most
satisfying theological resolution of this question.

42. Institutes, 3.17.1: “In discussing Christ’s merit, we do not consider the beginning of merit to
be in him, but we go back to God’s ordinance, the first cause. For God solely of his own good
pleasure appointed him Mediator to obtain salvation for us. Hence it is absurd to set Christ’s merit
against God’s mercy. For it is a common rule that a thing subordinate to another is not in conflict
with it. For this reason nothing hinders us from asserting that men are freely justified by God’s mercy
alone, and at the same time that Christ’s merit, subordinate to God’s mercy, also intervenes on our
behalf. Both God’s free favor and Christ’s obedience, each in its degree, are fitly opposed to our
works. Apart from God’s good pleasure Christ could not merit anything; but did so because he had
been appointed to appease God’s wrath with his sacrifice, and to blot out our transgressions with his
obedience. To sum up: inasmuch as Christ’s merit depends upon God’s grace alone, which has
ordained this manner of salvation for us, it is just as properly opposed to all human righteousness as
God’s grace is.” Though Calvin is speaking here in the context of redemption, and not creation, it is
not difficult to see that his reasoning would equally well apply to the circumstance of Adam in the
covenant of works. Though Adam by virtue of God’s favor and goodness was placed in fellowship
with God from the beginning, his blessedness and continuance within this fellowship depended upon
his grateful obedience to the stipulations of this communion. In this latter, subordinate sense, you
might say Adam would have “merited” or “deserved” the fellowship his obedience maintained.

43. The language “exact justice and rich grace of God” is found in WCF 11.3, which describes
the work of Christ whose “obedience and satisfaction” satisfy the just demands of God’s holy law on
behalf of his people.



THE COVENANT OF WORKS AND THE
MOSAIC ECONOMY (1):

THE CASE FOR “REPUBLICATION”

If Reformed theology is known for any particular theological leitmotif or
fundamental theme, it is the doctrine of the covenant(s). In the historical
development of Reformed theology in the period subsequent to the
reformatory labors of the early Reformers, the doctrine of the covenant
became the primary idiom within which Reformed theologians of the
orthodox period (late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) articulated the
relationship between the triune God and human beings whom he created
after his own image for fellowship with himself. In the orthodox
formulation of Reformed covenant theology, which is classically codified in
the Westminster Standards at the midpoint of the seventeenth century,
human beings obtain their blessedness only within the framework of the
covenant relationship that God established with the human race in the first
Adam before the fall and that he graciously reestablishes and brings to
fruition in the “last” Adam, the promised “seed” of the woman, after the
fall.

In the period of Reformed orthodoxy, the doctrine of the covenant was
commonly articulated in the form of a bi-covenantalism that distinguished a
prelapsarian “covenant of works” from a postlapsarian “covenant of grace.”
In this two-covenant scheme, the covenant of works, as its common name



intimates, included the promise of life to Adam and his posterity “upon
condition of personal and perfect obedience,” and the curse-sanction of
condemnation and death in the event of Adam’s disobedience to its
stipulations.! Because the first Adam was appointed the covenant “head” of
the human race—a “public person” in the traditional language of covenant
theology—his disobedience under the covenant of works demerited God’s
favor and brought the entire human race under God’s just displeasure and
condemnation. Though abrogated as a means to inherit life in perfected and
indefectible communion with God, this covenant of works constitutes the
framework for the biblical story of God’s work of redemption through
Christ, the last Adam.

After the fall into sin, the covenant of grace represents the means
whereby the triune God, now as Redeemer of a new humanity in Christ,
restores fallen sinners to fellowship with himself and freely grants them
eternal life. Within the overarching and sovereign purposes of God, the
covenant of grace is the appointed means whereby the eschatological life
forfeited through Adam’s sin and disobedience would be graciously granted
to his elect posterity. Furthermore, in the work of Christ, the Mediator of
the covenant of grace, the truth and justice of God which were manifest in
the prelapsarian covenant of works, are upheld, since Christ fulfilled all the
obligations of the law in the place and on behalf of his people. Life and
blessing in communion with the triune God are only possible through the
work of Christ in whom God’s grace superabounds and the just demands of
God’s law are fully satisfied. Though there are a number of important
differences between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace, there
is a fundamental sense in which the work of Christ remedies graciously and
justly the consequences of Adam’s sin and obtains eternal life for those who
are united to him by faith. In the work of redemption, the justice and mercy
of God are simultaneously demonstrated, and the promise of blessedness
originally made to Adam before the fall is granted to those for whom Christ
was appointed as covenant head.

In the classic period of Reformed covenant theology, accordingly, the
doctrine of the covenants of works and of grace provided a comprehensive
biblical-theological account of the way human beings, created in God’s
image, obtain life and blessing in communion with the living God. The
covenant theology of the Reformed tradition also provided a coherent
account of the unity within the diversity of the various administrations of



the covenant of grace throughout the history of redemption. From the
moment of the first “mother promise” (protevangelium) in Genesis 3:15
until the coming of Christ in the fullness of time to fulfill all the types and
shadows of the OT economy, the triune Redeemer was progressively
revealing the one way of salvation and blessing for fallen sinners, which is
by grace alone through faith alone in Jesus Christ alone.

In language that was already employed by John Calvin in the sixteenth
century, a standard feature of Reformed covenant theology was the
insistence that the covenant of grace throughout redemptive history was one
in substance though diverse in mode of administration.”? Through the
various administrations of the covenant of grace from Adam to Abraham to
Moses to the time of the so-called latter prophets, the promise of restored
communion with God through the promised “seed” was progressively
adumbrated and foreshadowed. With the coming of Christ in the fullness of
time, all of the promises of the OT economy were fulfilled and God’s
redemptive purposes were accomplished. A principal theme, therefore, of
the covenant theology in the period of Reformed orthodoxy was that of the
basic unity of the gospel throughout the course of the history of redemption.
Whereas OT believers trusted in the Christ who was to come, NT believers
trust in the Christ who has come and in whom the blessing of restored
communion with God the Redeemer will be consummated.

While this summary of the main tenets of classic Reformed covenant
theology is in some respects inadequate, it does provide a background for
the focus of this and the next chapter, which is to offer a critical evaluation
of a recent, important study in Reformed covenant theology, The Law Is
Not of Faith: Essays on Works and Grace in the Mosaic Covenant.?> The
authors of this volume, several of whom are professors at Westminster
Seminary in California, offer a historical, biblical, and theological defense
of the idea that the Mosaic covenant included “in some sense” a
republication of the covenant of works.* While the authors of this volume
maintain their general adherence to the main lines of historic Reformed
covenant theology, they are anxious to defend the claim that the Mosaic
covenant plays a distinctive role in the history of the covenant by reiterating
the “works principle” of the covenant of works as the basis for Israel’s
inheritance of and continuance within the land of Canaan. According to the
authors of this volume, Israel’s disobedience to the legal requirements of
the Mosaic administration represented a kind of repetition of Adam’s



prelapsarian disobedience and failure to obtain life in communion with
God. By means of the republication of the works principle of the covenant
of works under the Mosaic administration, Israel and all who are members
of the covenant of grace were taught to look for a covenant mediator who
would satisfy all the obligations of the law on behalf of his people and
secure for them the inheritance of eternal life in communion with God.
Israel’s disobedience under the law of the Mosaic administration becomes,
therefore, an “antitype” of the obedience of the true Israel in the person of
God’s own Son who became incarnate in order to accomplish the
redemption of his people. The title of the book, The Law Is Not of Faith,
derives from the language of the apostle Paul in Galatians 3:12, and is
intended to capture this contrast between the Mosaic administration, which
in some sense required perfect obedience as the ground of Israel’s
inheritance, and the new covenant in Christ, which reveals that faith is the
exclusive means of obtaining the free promise of justification and life.

I will have occasion in this chapter to unpack further the sense in which
the authors of this volume view the Mosaic administration as a
republication of the covenant of works. However, it should be noted that the
question of the distinctive nature and role of the Mosaic covenant in the
history of redemption was much discussed by the principal Reformed
authors in the course of the formulation of the doctrine of the covenant in
the period of Reformed orthodoxy. There is ample precedent in the history
of Reformed theology on the doctrine of the covenant for a careful
reflection upon the peculiar features of the Mosaic administration within the
history of redemption. However, the distinctive thesis of the authors of this
book is that classic Reformed covenant theology commonly viewed the
Mosaic administration as in some sense a republication of the prelapsarian
covenant of works. According to the authors, the doctrine of republication
was a predominant position within Reformed orthodoxy and can be
defended on historical, exegetical, and theological grounds as integral to a
biblical-theological doctrine of the covenant that preserves the radical
contrast between the law and faith (in Christ) as antithetical means of
obtaining justification and life in communion with God.

Before I offer a critical evaluation of the republication view in a
subsequent chapter, I will begin with a survey of the principal arguments of
the various authors of TLNF. Since there is a considerable diversity of
opinion between the authors, I will focus upon the primary arguments and,



where possible, the consensus that emerges throughout the volume. In the
next chapter, I will examine whether these arguments and the consensus
opinion of the authors are consistent with the writings of several key figures
in the development of Reformed covenant theology and the codification of
the doctrine of the covenant in the Reformed confessions. Though my
critical assessment will also include a consideration of some of the
exegetical and theological features of the claim that the Mosaic covenant
republished the covenant of works, this consideration will not be the
primary focus of my assessment of this claim.



The Editors’ Introduction

In their introduction to TLNF, the editors begin with a case study, which
represents an imaginary presbytery examination of a candidate for the
gospel ministry who opines that the Mosaic covenant taught a “works
principle” that represented a republication of the covenant of works. In
response to the candidate’s interpretation of the Mosaic covenant, the
presbytery queries him at some length regarding the compatibility of this
claim with the WCF’s insistence that the Mosaic covenant was an
administration of the covenant of grace. If the Mosaic covenant republishes
the covenant of works, how can it be in substance an administration of the
covenant of grace? Doesn’t this view of the Mosaic covenant smack of a
kind of dispensational contrast between the OT “legal” economy and the
NT “grace” economy?

To these queries, the candidate responds by noting the “typological”
function of the Mosaic law. The Mosaic law’s demand for perfect obedience
in a passage like Leviticus 18:5 (cf. Luke 10:28, “do this and you will live)
ultimately served to teach Israel the impossibility of inheriting the promise
through obedience and pointed her to Christ, whose perfect obedience
“under the law” is the only basis for securing the promise of eternal life. By
means of this typological republication of the covenant of works, the
Mosaic covenant taught Israel that blessings or curses in the land of Canaan
depended upon her perfect obedience to the law. In this sense, the Mosaic
covenant repeated Adam’s “probation” under the covenant of works and
taught a “works principle” that grounded Israel’s land inheritance upon her
obedience to the law’s requirements. Furthermore, the candidate observes
that this view of the peculiar function of the Mosaic covenant is reflected in
the WCF’s appeal to passages like Romans 10:5 and Galatians 3:12, both of
which cite Leviticus 18:5 to support the doctrine of a covenant of works.

The intention of the editors in their description of this imaginary
candidacy examination at presbytery is to introduce the main focus and
claim of the various authors of TLNF. Whereas the view of the candidate
might appear novel and unsettling to a contemporary presbytery, the
doctrine of the republication of the covenant of works under the Mosaic
administration is actually “part of the warp and woof of Scripture and sound
doctrine” (6). Far from being a “theological novelty,” the doctrine of



republication represents a sound biblical-theological perspective upon
Israel’s “probation and exile” as it is recorded throughout the OT narrative
of the covenant Lord’s dealings with his people, Israel. Both of “God’s
sons, Adam and Israel, lived under nomos-governed circumstances” (9),
and both failed the terms of their probation in a way that called for the
coming of God’s true Son, Christ, who fulfilled all the obligations of the
law and thereby secured the inheritance of eternal life for those who are
united to him by faith. While acknowledging a diversity of opinion and
formulation regarding the uniqueness of the Mosaic covenant in the history
of the covenant, the editors insist that the idea of republication belongs to
the mainstream of historic Reformed covenant theology and is embedded,
for example, in the way the Westminster divines treat the Mosaic covenant
in WCF 19 (10). According to the editors, “the divines saw that the law
given to Adam was of a piece with that given to Israel at Sinai. In other
words, in some sense, the covenant of works was republished at Sinai. It
was not republished, however, as the covenant of works per se, but as part
of the covenant of grace, which pointed to the person and work of Christ”
(11). However, despite the common teaching of the doctrine of
republication by Reformed stalwarts such as Amandus Polanus, Francis
Turretin, and Charles Hodge, contemporary Reformed theology, influenced
by such disparate figures as John Murray, Norman Shepherd, and even Karl
Barth, has come to regard the idea with suspicion and even hostility (11—
13).°

The purpose of the editor’s introduction, therefore, is to impress upon
the reader that the doctrine of republication under the Mosaic
administration belongs to the historic view of Reformed orthodoxy and that
it constitutes an important, if not essential, feature of a sound biblical-
theological interpretation of the covenant. Indeed, in the opinion of the
editors, the historic Reformed view of the contrastbetween the law and the
gospel, which represent two antagonistic principles for obtaining the
promise of eternal life in fellowship with God, is closely linked with this
view of the Mosaic covenant. By means of their introduction, the editors
aim to alert the reader to the importance of a proper view of the Mosaic
covenant for an understanding of the work of Christ, especially his
obedience “under the law” as the basis for the believer’s justification before
God. In the estimation of the editors, the doctrine of republication is a
critical component of a biblical and Reformed doctrine of the covenant of



grace, and the loss of an understanding of this doctrine represents a serious
declension in Reformed theology. The purpose of the book is to
demonstrate upon historical, exegetical, and theological grounds that more
recent Reformed theology has failed to appreciate the importance of this
view of the Mosaic covenant. In the opinion of the editors, the stakes in the
debate regarding the peculiar nature of the Mosaic covenant in contrast to
other administrations of the covenant of grace could not be higher.

In order to prepare for my critical assessment of the republication thesis
and the claims made on its behalf, I will now offer a summary of the
arguments of the three major parts of the volume.



The Historical Arguments

The first part of TLNF consists of three chapters that defend the
assertion that the doctrine of republication was a standard feature of the
historic Reformed doctrine of the covenant. In the first of these historical
studies (“Calvin and Witsius on the Mosaic Covenant”), J. V. Fesko treats
the writings of two architects of the classic Reformed doctrine of the
covenant, John Calvin and Herman Witsius. In the second (“Princeton and
the Law: Enlightened and Reformed”), D. G. Hart considers the doctrine of
the natural law in the theology of “old” Princeton and its significance so far
as the republication thesis is concerned. In the third and last chapter in this
part of the book (“Works in the Mosaic Covenant: A Reformed
Taxonomy”), Brenton C. Ferry endeavors to articulate a taxonomy of
viewpoints on the role of the law in the Mosaic covenant that are present in
the history of Reformed theology. For the purposes of my review, the first
and third of these studies are the most important to an evaluation of the
claims of the book’s authors.

In his chapter on Calvin and Witsius, Fesko begins with an
acknowledgment that Reformed orthodox theologians, including the
Westminster divines, adopted a variety of viewpoints on the Mosaic
covenant (25).> Whereas some viewed the Mosaic covenant as a covenant
of works, others viewed it as a kind of admixture of a covenant of works
and of grace, and still others viewed it as simply a covenant of grace.
Rather than attempt to sort out all of the diversity of position represented in
the orthodox Reformed tradition, Fesko singles out John Calvin and
Herman Witsius, the one an early Reformer of the sixteenth century, the
other a mediating theologian of the late seventeenth century, in order to
offer what he terms a “comparative historical-theological snapshot . . . on
this challenging issue” (26). Since Calvin and Witsius are generally
regarded as key figures in the early and later period of Reformed orthodox
reflection on the covenant, their views on the peculiar nature of the Mosaic
administration are of special importance to an understanding of classic
Reformed theology on the question.

Fesko introduces his treatment of Calvin’s doctrine of the covenant by
noting Calvin’s emphasis upon the substantial unity of the covenant of



grace throughout the course of the history of redemption. Employing the
traditional Aristotelian categorical distinction between substance (that
which makes something what it is) and accident (that which is only
adventitious or a matter of appearance or circumstance), Calvin insisted that
the covenant of grace, whether in the Mosaic administration of the old
covenant economy or in the Christian administration of the new covenant
economy, was one in “substance and reality” though different in “mode of

administration.”” Though the Mosaic covenant represented salvation
through faith in Christ in shadows and ceremonies, and though this
administration typified the spiritual blessings of communion with God in
earthly and temporal forms, the doctrine of salvation was the same in the
old economy as in the new.

However, Fesko maintains that Calvin also distinguished “two separate
covenants” within the Mosaic administration: a “legal covenant” ( foedus
legale) and an “evangelical covenant” ( foedus evangelicum) (30). On the
one hand, the Mosaic administration “set forth a covenant governed by a
works principle, namely, eternal life through obedience.” On the other hand,
the Mosaic administration set forth antithetically a gracious covenant,
which promised eternal life to Israel, not through obedience to the
requirements of the law but through faith in Christ. According to Fesko,
Calvin viewed the Mosaic administration as in substance a covenant of
grace, though in the particular “accidents” of its administration it was a
legal covenant (31). By enunciating a legal covenant, which promised Israel
an inheritance through obedience to the requirements of the law, the Mosaic
administration demonstrated “man’s sinfulness” and “inability to merit
eternal life by his obedience” (32). In this way, the Mosaic covenant served
to drive sinners to seek salvation, not in the works of the law, but in the way
of faith in Christ who alone fulfilled all the obligations of the law on behalf
of his people.

The second Reformed theologian whom Fesko considers, Herman
Witsius, was a theologian of the later orthodox period. Between the time of
Calvin’s early reformatory labor and that of Witsius, considerable
development had occurred in the Reformed understanding of the covenant.
Witsius’s treatment of the doctrine of the covenant presupposes, for
example, the explicit bi-covenantalism of the WCF, which draws a careful
and clear distinction between the prelapsarian covenant of works and the
postlapsarian covenant of grace. Witsius also writes as a mediating



theologian who sought to find consensus within the differing formulations
of his contemporaries on a number of disputed questions of covenant
theology, including the question of the distinctive nature of the Mosaic
administration. In Fesko’s assessment of Witsius’s position on the Mosaic
administration, he observes that his formulations, though in harmony with
those of Calvin, are more articulate and precise on what distinguishes the
Mosaic economy (40-41).

In his consideration of Witsius’s view, Fesko notes that Witsius
embraces Calvin’s distinction between the “substance” and the
“circumstances” of the covenant of grace in its various administrations. In
substance, the old and new economies of the covenant are the same.
However, they differ in their circumstances. Witsius also followed Calvin’s
lead in observing that what distinguishes the Mosaic administration in the
history of redemption is its “legal” nature (36). Where Witsius advances
upon Calvin is in his emphasis upon the typological function of the law
within the framework of the Mosaic administration. According to Fesko,
Witsius viewed the law within the Mosaic administration as a republication
of the covenant of works, which served a “pedagogical” purpose to drive
Israel to Christ and to demonstrate that there is no possibility of obtaining
life in communion with God through obedience to the law’s demands.
However, in addition to this pedagogical function of the law as a
republication of the covenant of works, Witsius ascribes a special role to the
law within the Mosaic administration in the economy of redemption
(historia salutis). In Witsius’s theology, the Mosaic administration was a
“national” covenant between God and Israel, “one by which they [sic] could
earn their salvation through their obedience” (37). Even though Israel
proved incapable of fulfilling the law’s requirements and thereby attaining
life in the Promised Land, at this level the Mosaic administration replicated
Adam’s probation in the garden of Eden. Just as Adam forfeited the promise
of life through his disobedience, so Israel forfeited the inheritance of the
land through disobedience to the demands of the law mediated through
Moses (37). Combining elements of the covenants of works and of grace,
the Mosaic covenant functioned typologically to foreshadow the person and
work of Christ, the last Adam and true Israel, whose obedience secured the
inheritance of life for believers.

Upon the basis of his treatment of the views of Calvin and Witsius,
Fesko concludes that both of these theologians posited the presence of a



“works principle” in the Mosaic administration. For Calvin, this works
principle operated at the level of the individual Israelite’s procurement of
the promise of life (ordo salutis), and served only “hypothetically” as a
means of demonstrating the impossibility of life upon the basis of
obedience to the law. For Witsius, this works principle operated also at the
level of Israel’s corporate or national life (historia salutis) and demanded
not a perfect but a “sincere” obedience as the means of life and blessing in
the Promised Land (39). Consequently, both theologians represented the
Mosaic covenant as a kind of “republication of the covenant of works,”
whose legal requirements for Israel’s inheritance of life served ultimately to
expose Israel’s sinfulness and the futility of obtaining life in fellowship with
God through obedience to the law.

If the purpose of Fesko’s contribution to this volume is to illustrate the
way two leading theologians of the Reformed tradition interpreted the
Mosaic administration as “in some sense” a republication of the covenant of
works, Brenton C. Ferry’s contribution aims to offer a comprehensive
taxonomy of representative Reformed views on the role of works in the
Mosaic economy. Expressing his dissatisfaction with previous attempts to
sort out the various viewpoints on the distinctiveness of the Mosaic
administration,® Ferry seeks to organize the rich and diverse formulations of
the leading Reformed theologians of the orthodox period on the question of
the uniqueness of the Mosaic administration. In doing so, Ferry attempts to
fortify the historical argument for the presence, if not the predominance, of
the “republication” thesis among Reformed theologians in the formative
period of the development of covenant theology.

In order to achieve his purpose, Ferry distinguishes three key questions
on the relation between the Mosaic administration and the covenant of
grace: (1) “how does the Mosaic covenant relate forward to the new
covenant?”; (2) “how does the Mosaic covenant relate backward to the
covenant of works?”; and (3) “how does the Mosaic covenant relate to the
covenant of grace?” (77-78). Though we will not offer a summary of
Ferry’s answer to each of these three questions, the second, which directly
focuses upon the relation of the Mosaic administration to the covenant of
works, is clearly the most pertinent to the overall thesis of the volume under
review and requires our special attention.

On the specific question as to whether the Mosaic administration was in
some sense a republication of the covenant of works, Ferry distinguishes



two broad types of views: “material republication” and “formal
republication.” By the first type of view, material republication, Ferry
means to identify a “soft” form of the republication thesis. Theologians who
favored the idea of material republication simply emphasized the continuity
in the material content of the moral law given through Moses to Israel and
the moral law as it was engraved upon Adam’s conscience and known by
nature in the prelapsarian covenant relationship. This view does not regard
the law as it was mediated through Moses as in any substantial sense a
covenant of works, but as merely a reiteration of the moral obligations that
belong to the moral law of God in any of its distinct promulgations
throughout the course of history (91-92). Regarding this type of view, Ferry
observes that “it extracts any sense of a covenantal function or intent from
the likeness between Adam and Moses, admitting only a moral continuity,
which can be said about every historical dispensation of time from the
probation to the eschaton” (92). In this broad type of view, the Mosaic
administration doesn’t republish the covenant of works as such, but only
republishes the moral obligations of obedience that are intrinsic to any
historical revelation of God’s will for his moral creatures.

After a brief description of the first type of republication view, Ferry
offers a more extensive taxonomy of distinct versions of the second type of
view, which regards the Mosaic administration to have in some way
reintroduced the original prelapsarian covenant of works. In this “hard”
republication type of view, various Reformed theologians affirmed that the
Mosaic administration reiterated not only the moral content of the law’s
demands for perfect obedience, but also did so in the form of a covenant.
Though Ferry hastens to add that these theologians rejected the inference
that the Lord ever intended the law “to be used as a mechanism for actually
earning eternal life” (92), he nonetheless maintains that the majority of
Reformed theologians affirmed that the covenant of works was republished
through Moses.

In his effort to offer a more nuanced taxonomy of diverse formulations
among Reformed theologians, Ferry distinguishes no less than five versions
of the formal republication type: (1) a “relative, formal covenant of works”
view that distinguishes the Mosaic economy as a covenant of grace for
believers, who acknowledge Christ as the One who alone fulfilled all that
the law requires on behalf of his people, and as a covenant of works for
unbelievers, who find themselves condemned and without excuse by the



law’s demands (93); (2) a “pedagogical, formal republication” view that
interprets the Mosaic law as a “tutor” that leads believers to Christ (94); (3)
a “hypothetical, formal republication” view that was commonly represented
by Reformed theologians who argued that the Mosaic law made a
hypothetical promise of salvation and life to all who keep the law perfectly,
but that served by God’s design to break down Israel’s pride and expose

human inability (93);° (4) a “typological, formal republication” view that
emphasized the typological nature of the law’s demands, which illustrated
and pointed forward to Christ by emphasizing Israel’s obligation to inherit
the land by “the national principle of works” (97); and (5) a “complex,
formal republication” view that regarded the Mosaic administration as a
complex republication of both the covenant of grace and the covenant of
works (97). Ferry concludes, upon the basis of his survey and distinctions
between various versions of the republication thesis, that some version of
the doctrine of a republication of the covenant of works was a
commonplace in the history of Reformed covenant theology. Rather than
interpreting these versions of the republication thesis as incompatible, he
also maintains that they were largely “complementary” in character.

Together with Fesko’s chapter on the views of Calvin and Witsius,
Ferry’s chapter endeavors to offer a general historical argument for the
principal thesis of TLNF, namely, that the special function of the Mosaic
administration within the framework of the economy of the covenant of
grace throughout history was its republication of the works principle of the
prelapsarian covenant of works. Though the formulation of how this works
principle functioned in the Mosaic administration might differ among
Reformed theologians, its presence was commonly acknowledged among
Reformed theologians of the formative period in the history of Reformed
theology. By means of its enunciation of this works principle, the Mosaic
covenant promised Israel an inheritance of life and blessing in the Promised
Land and simultaneously threatened the curse of exclusion and exile in the
event of disobedience. Israel’s probation under the Mosaic law was a kind
of repetition of Adam’s probation in the prelapsarian covenant of works and
served ultimately within God’s purposes to direct believers to Christ, the
obedient Adam and faithful Israel, who procured for his people a covenant
inheritance and blessing through his perfect obedience to the law’s demands
and substitutionary endurance of its curse-sanctions.



The Biblical Arguments

In the second and most extensive section of TLNF, six authors
contribute chapters offering a variety of biblical studies that cumulatively
support the thesis of a republication of the covenant of works in the Mosaic
economy. To summarize the exegetical arguments of these authors
represents a more formidable (if not impossible) challenge than the one we
faced in treating the first and historical section of the volume. Here our
summary of the arguments of TLINF will have to be even more selective
and impressionistic than in the preceding. For our purposes, we will largely
omit a treatment of three of the chapters in this section, since they are not as
directly relevant to the principal claims of the book. These chapters treat
such disparate biblical subjects as: the way the Psalms point forward to
Christ, the truly righteous King, who secures entrance into fellowship and
life with God for his people (chap. 5, “The King, the Law, and
Righteousness in the Psalms: A Foundation for Understanding the Work of
Christ,” by Richard P. Belcher, Jr.); whether Hosea 6:7 teaches that Israel’s
violation of the covenant repeated the violation of the covenant through
Adam’s disobedience (chap. 6, “Hosea 6:7 and Covenant-Breaking like/at
Adam,” by Byron G. Curtis); and the interpretation of Paul’s appeal to
Leviticus 18:5 in Romans 10:5 (chap. 7, “Romans 10:5 and the Covenant of
Works,” by Guy P. Waters). Although these chapters offer a number of
suggestive and intriguing exegetical insights, they do not have as direct a
bearing upon the principal claims of the authors of TLNF as do the others.!"

The first chapter in this section of TLNF that directly supports the
republication thesis is a study by Bryan D. Estelle on Leviticus 18:5 and
Deuteronomy 30:1-14. Estelle’s chapter is extensive and offers a complex
case for a form of the republication thesis. Estelle interprets these two OT
passages within their broad canonical context, and argues that the apostle
Paul appropriately adduces them as illustrative of two antithetical
inheritance principles that were enunciated in the Mosaic covenant.
According to Estelle, these two passages “paradoxically” communicate
what is required in order for believers to obtain entitlement to heaven or
eternal life, though they set forth principles that are antithetical: a works
principle that requires perfect obedience to the law in order for Israel to



obtain life and a grace principle that reveals that eternal life can only be
obtained through the perfect work and obedience of Jesus Christ. In
Estelle’s summary of the thesis of his chapter, he observes that “these
passages in their canonical development and context teach that God
initiated and definitively obtained the goal of entitlement to heaven through
the work of Christ which man may now possess by faith and not through his
own works” (110).

In order to make his case, Estelle first treats the meaning of Leviticus
18:5, one of only two passages from Leviticus that the apostle cites in his
epistles: “You must keep my statutes and my ordinances, which, if one does
them, he shall live by them: I am the Lord” (Estelle’s translation). In its
original setting (Lev. 18:1-5), this passage especially urges the Israelites to
avoid the sexual practices of the Egyptians and Canaanites. In his treatment
of the passage, Estelle argues that there are two particularly important
questions that it raises: (1) how far the demands and promises of Leviticus
18:5 extend; and (2) what is meant by the “life” promised to those who do
what the law requires (114). To the first of these questions, Estelle responds
by noting that in its original setting the requirements of the law extended to
all of the children of Israel, including the sojourners in the land (115). In
this respect, there is a kind of “democratization” of the law’s obligations;
everyone is obliged to keep the Lord’s statutes and ordinances. The
extension of the law’s obligations to all the Israelites and inhabitants of the
land anticipates in an “inchoate” fashion the “universal tenor” of the apostle
Paul’s appeal to this passage in Romans 10:5 (116). In the broader
canonical framework of Paul’s interpretation of this OT text, the obligations
of obedience to the law in order to obtain life in fellowship with the Lord
are addressed to all human beings without exception.

To the second of these questions, Estelle acknowledges that the “life”
proffered to those who do what the law requires originally focused on what
might be termed “temporal” or “mundane” blessings in the Land of
Promise. However, it would be a mistake to restrict the “life” promised in
this passage to such blessings, since these blessings were—again in the
broader canonical framework of interpretation—a typological
prefigurement of the fullness of life in communion with the Lord. They
pointed forward to Christ in whom all the blessings of life, including
entitlement to heaven, the true Promised Land, are obtained for those who
belong to him by faith. This does not mean that the promise of life in



Leviticus 18:5 was merely hypothetical, pointing forward to Christ and his
obedience, which obtains entitlement to heaven for his people. So far as
Israel’s tenure in the Land of Promise was concerned, Leviticus 18:5 posits
a “real connection” between obedience to the law and the maintenance of
her land inheritance and well-being (119). By virtue of this connection
between obedience and blessing, Israel’s right to the promised inheritance
could only be established through obedience, though this right should not
be regarded as the “meritorious grounds of life in the eternal sense” (119).
The second passage Estelle treats is Deuteronomy 30:1-14, a passage
that makes a remarkable promise regarding Israel’s restoration from exile
and the initiative of God’s grace in enabling the people to live in obedience,
however imperfect, to the requirements of God’s law. Unlike Leviticus
18:5, which requires an obedience that Israel was ultimately unable to fulfill
and whose promise was “conditional,” the promise of future restoration and
life in covenant with the Lord that is given in Deuteronomy 30 is an
“unconditional” promise of blessing (130). Whereas “the principle of works
was republished at Sinai” and summarized in the language of Leviticus 18:5
(“do this and live”), the principle of the Lord’s gracious initiative and
provision is starkly revealed in the promise of Deuteronomy 30:1-14 (131).
In Estelle’s summary, “this amazing passage anticipates ahead of time the
plight in which the Israelite nation will find itself, destitute and unable to
fulfill the stipulations of the covenant on its own. It also describes the new
measure of obedience—accomplished by divine initiative—in which they
will satisfy the conditions hanging over them” (124, emphasis original).
When this passage is interpreted in conjunction with its “echoes” in the
prophecies of Jeremiah (cf. chap. 31) and Ezekiel, as well as the NT’s
language of the fulfillment of the promise in Christ and by his outpoured
Spirit, it must be viewed as standing in marked contrast to the works
principle set forth in the Mosaic economy. What the Israelites were not able
to obtain through obedience to the demands of the law, the Lord will
graciously grant by his sovereign initiative and working, namely, the
circumcision of the hearts of his people and the gracious enablement to live
in obedience before the Lord. Consequently, the promise of Deuteronomy
30 reminds Israel “that the whole old covenant order will be annihilated, it
will be wiped out, and it will go down in judgment as a modus operandi.
The new covenant is not like that: it is not subject to breaking because it is



built upon God’s initiative to complete it and Christ’s satisfaction in his
penalty-paying substitution and his probation keeping” (130).

The most important section of Estelle’s chapter addresses the way the
apostle Paul appeals to Leviticus 18:5 and Deuteronomy 30:1-14 in
Romans 10:5-6, and to Leviticus 18:5 in Galatians 3. The apostle Paul
adduces these passages from the Mosaic economy in a way that goes
“beyond what is recoverable when these texts are taken in isolation from
one another in the context of their immediate environment” (132).
However, the apostle Paul’s use of these passages is consonant with their
original meaning within the Mosaic administration, and makes special use
of the antithesis that they express between two inheritance principles, the
one a principle of works and the other a principle of grace. In both Romans
10:5-6 and Galatians 3 (where the apostle contrasts Leviticus 18:5 with
Habakkuk 2:4), Paul draws a stark contrast between a righteousness that is
by the law and a righteousness that is by faith in Christ alone. In so doing,
the apostle understands the Mosaic administration to include a “works
principle,” which posits a real connection between Israel’s obligations of
obedience to the law and inheritance of life. “Although the substance of the
covenant of grace is the same in both testaments, in the old covenant there
was the need for compliance so that this would be the meritorious grounds
for Israel’s continuance in the land, the typological kingdom” (136,
emphasis added). When the Lord summoned Israel to obedience in
Leviticus 18:5, he communicated a works principle that is no longer
operative in the new economy with the coming of Christ. Consequently, we
may conclude that “the new covenant context has essentially changed
matters here” (136).

In the Mosaic administration, the requirement of obedience to the law
functioned at two levels: at one level, this requirement set forth a works
principle of inheritance that Israel was unable to meet and that only
“antitypically” is met in the perfect obedience of Christ; and at another
level, this requirement set forth the need for a grateful or “sincere” though
imperfect obedience. The latter requirement remains an integral part of the
new covenant in Christ, though the former has now been “eclipsed” (137).
Paul’s appeal to these two passages, therefore, can only be properly
interpreted in terms of an “antithetical” reading of Leviticus 18:5 and
Deuteronomy 30:1-14. In the Pauline appeal to this passage, the Mosaic
administration is treated at one level as a republication of the works



principle of the prelapsarian covenant of works, though Israel’s probation,
unlike Adam’s, is articulated in “positive terms (temporal blessings)” rather
than primarily in terms of the negative curse-sanction of the Adamic
covenant administration (145).

The second essay that we consider in the biblical studies section of
TLNF is authored by T. David Gordon and offers an interpretation of the
apostle Paul’s contrast of the Abrahamic and Sinaitic covenants in Galatians
3:6-14. Gordon’s essay sets forth the most provocative and forceful version
of the republication thesis that governs the essays in this volume. In his
essay, Gordon treats the way the apostle Paul sharply contrasts the two
covenant administrations made with Abraham and with the Israelites at
Sinai some 430 years later and insists that the Pauline contrast is
incompatible with the way some Reformed theologians, especially John
Murray, have argued for the coherence between these covenant
administrations. In particular, Gordon identifies five key contrasts in Paul’s
argument in Galatians 3:6—14 that are “fatal” to Murray’s thesis and that of
other Reformed theologians who maintain that the “condition of obedience”
in the Mosaic covenant was essentially the same as in the Abrahamic (240—
41).1

The first contrast Gordon notes between the Abrahamic and Mosaic
covenants relates to the extensiveness of those with whom the covenant is
made. In the case of the Abrahamic covenant, the promise to Abraham
includes that of a “seed” in whom all the families of the earth will be
blessed. The Abrahamic covenant, therefore, promises blessings that will
include all the peoples of the earth, Gentiles as well as the people of Israel.
In the case of the Mosaic covenant, however, the Gentiles are excluded
through the distinguishing requirements of circumcision, feast day
observances, and dietary laws. Though the Sinaitic covenant was restrictive
in terms of its recipients, it did serve to preserve the “integrity” of
Abraham’s seed and thereby facilitate the promise of the Abrahamic
covenant (242-43).

The second contrast or difference between these two covenants is more
germane to Gordon’s basic thesis. In Galatians 3:10-13, the apostle Paul
sharply distinguishes these two covenants in terms of their outcome: the
Abrahamic covenant blesses; the Sinaitic covenant curses. Whereas the
Abrahamic covenant is “largely promissory” of what the Lord will do in
graciously granting the blessing of life-communion to his people, the



Sinaitic covenant especially emphasizes “the threat of curse-sanctions” in
the event of Israel’s failure to do all that the law requires (245). Gordon
observes that the threat of curse-sanctions, which is such an integral part of
the Sinai covenant, is “entirely absent from the Abrahamic administration”
and constitutes a substantial difference that sharply differentiates its unique
character. Though a number of Reformed theologians have endeavored to
mitigate this contrast by arguing that the apostle Paul is addressing “an
alleged abuse of the Sinai covenant,” Paul is actually addressing a problem
that belongs inherently to the Sinai covenant. Since the Sinai covenant
placed its recipients “covenantally under the law” and its curse-sanction, it
could only condemn and curse, and not bless.

The third difference that Gordon discerns in Paul’s argument in
Galatians 3:6—14 is that the Abrahamic covenant is “characterized by faith,
the Sinai covenant is characterized by works of the law” (246). In Paul’s
description of the Abrahamic and Sinai covenants, there is a repeated
emphasis upon the sharp contrast between faith/belief in the promise and
doing what the law requires. When God promised Abraham a seed, this
promise was not contingent or based upon Abraham’s obedience. However,
when God required Israel’s obedience to the law at Sinai, the blessings of
the covenant were contingent or based upon Israel’s doing what the law
requires. Again, Gordon insists that this contrast is not between the
Abrahamic covenant and an alleged “abuse” of the covenant on the part of
the Israelites who sought to obtain the covenant’s blessings through
meritorious obedience. The contrast is between what “characterizes” or
belongs to the nature of these two, radically distinct covenant
administrations (247).

In Gordon’s essay, the fourth and fifth contrasts that surface in Paul’s
argument in Galatians 3:6—14 are most important. Each of these contrasts
serves to underscore the far-reaching and insuperable contrast between the
two covenants, the promissory covenant with Abraham and the legal
covenant with Israel at Sinai. The fourth contrast is between an Abrahamic
covenant that justifies through faith alone in the promise and a Sinai
covenant that is not able to justify since it requires perfect obedience to the
law in order for Israel to receive blessing and not cursing (248). In the
apostle Paul’s argument, it is “incontrovertible” that no one is able to be
justified before God by the law and that the only possible way of
justification is through faith in Christ. This is the precise meaning of Paul’s



phrase, “the law is not of faith,” in Galatians 3:12. The fifth contrast
between these two covenants confirms the contrast between Abraham and
Moses, when the apostle Paul “by synecdoche” denominates the first by the
term “promise” and the second by the term “law.” Though these terms do
not capture all the elements that belong to these two respective covenants,
they do capture what is distinctive and antithetical about them. The
dominating and characteristic feature of the Abrahamic covenant is that of
promise. The dominating and characteristic feature of the Sinai covenant is
that of law. According to Gordon’s summary, “[t]his consistent use of the
synecdoche ‘promise’ to refer to the Abrahamic administration, and the
equally consistent use of the synecdoche ‘law’ to refer to the Sinai
administration, demonstrate convincingly that Paul did not conceive these
two covenants as similar in kind, but rather as dissimilar in kind; one is
characteristically promissory; the other is characteristically legal” (250).

At the conclusion of his essay, Gordon, having offered his interpretation
of the marked contrast between the Abrahamic covenant and the Mosaic
covenant in Paul’s argument in Galatians 3:6-14, raises the question why
John Murray failed to recognize this contrast and adopted what Gordon
terms a “monocovenantal” reading of the history of redemption. In
Gordon’s estimation, Murray’s (and others’) failure here was likely due to
his focus upon the error of dispensationalism with its radical separation
between the dispensations of law and grace and between Israel and the
church. Furthermore, Murray, as a systematic theologian, was more intent
upon a coherent and systematic formulation of the doctrine of the covenant
and in the process failed to give priority to a careful exegesis of the
argument of Paul in Galatians. The problem with Murray’s attempt to treat
these two covenants as essentially one in their promise and demand is that it
does not comport with the “plain teaching” of Galatians 3. “What we must
not do,” Gordon argues, “is evade the plain teaching of Paul that the Sinai
covenant itself, as it was delivered by the hand of Moses 430 years after the
Abrahamic covenant, was a different covenant, different in Kkind,
characteristically legal, Gentile-excluding, non-justifying because it was
characterized by works, and therefore cursing its recipients and bearing
children for slavery” (251). Indeed, so different in kind were these
covenants that Gordon goes so far as to say that, were he among the
children of Israel at Sinai, he would also have “resisted” this covenant as a
“legal covenant” that could only “fail” due to the sin of the people of Israel.



The last essay that we consider in this section of TLNF deals particularly
with the apostle Paul’s argument in Galatians 5:1-6. In this essay, S. M.
Baugh offers a more nuanced view of the republication thesis than that of
Gordon, but nonetheless argues that the “works principle” of the covenant
of works is a feature of the Mosaic administration to which Paul appeals in
this passage against his opponents in Galatia.

At the outset of his chapter, Baugh appeals to Charles Hodge, who
observed that the apostle Paul often speaks of the Mosaic law as though it
were a kind of reiteration of the covenant of works, promising life on
condition of perfect obedience. In Baugh’s estimation, it is remarkable that
many contemporary Reformed theologians no longer acknowledge this fact.
Since the “precise character of a covenant of works resides in the
imposition of an obligation to personal and perfect (or entire) obedience to
its stipulated conditions,” the key question is whether the Mosaic covenant
includes such an obligation (259-60). To this question, Baugh answers by
asserting that indeed the Mosaic covenant does disclose such an obligation
or “works principle within its broader covenantal administration” (260).
Even though the Mosaic covenant includes what Baugh terms a
“typological priestly embodiment of mediation (the ceremonial Law)” and
must therefore be regarded as essentially a covenant of grace, it also
includes a works principle. What is peculiar to the Mosaic administration is
that it republishes the covenant of works and its works principle, while at
the same time revealing the gospel of salvation through Christ who fulfilled
all the types and ceremonies of the law. When the Mosaic law is “narrowly
considered,” it reveals the works principle of the original prelapsarian
covenant in a typological manner, representing Israel’s blessedness and
tenure in the land as based upon perfect obedience to the demands of the
law (260). In order to confirm his thesis, Baugh treats Paul’s argument in
Galatians 5:1-6 and seeks to show how the apostle understood the Mosaic
law to require personal and perfect obedience on the part of its recipients in
order for them to obtain the Lord’s blessing and favor.

Baugh begins his treatment of Galatians 5:1-6 by noting the importance
of verse 1 in which the apostle Paul warns his readers to remain in the
freedom that Christ won for them and not to submit “again to a yoke of
slavery.” In this verse, the apostle links his warning with his preceding
argument against those who would seek to be justified before God by their
obedience to the law. Anyone who seeks to be justified before God on the



basis of obedience to the requirements of the law, particularly the
requirement of circumcision, assumes a personal obligation that he will not
be able to meet. For this reason, the apostle supports his warning in verses
3—4 by reminding his opponents of the implication of seeking to be justified
by doing what the law requires.

In Baugh’s opinion, the language of Galatians 5:1-6, especially the
apostle’s insistence that anyone who seeks to be justified by obedience to
the law’s requirement of circumcision will thereby obligate himself to the
“whole law,” confirms that Paul understood the law to enunciate a
fundamental “works principle,” namely, that the law requires personal and
perfect obedience to all of its demands. Only those who are able to fulfill or
to do everything that is demanded in the entire law of God will be able,
upon the basis of such perfect obedience, to obtain favor and life in
fellowship with God. By reminding his opponents of this principle, Paul
assumes that no one is able to do or to “finish” off and “complete” all the
requirements of the law. For this reason, no one is able to obtain blessing
and life through the law (274-75). When Paul’s opponents insist upon
circumcision in obedience to the law as a basis for justification before God,
they assume thereby an obligation to obey the entire law that they cannot
meet. Furthermore, by seeking to be justified upon the basis of their
obedience to the law, they not only undertake an exercise in futility but also
“sever” or “cut themselves off” from Christ (v. 4). Either a person is
justified by his own personal obedience to the whole law, which is an
impossibility for human beings who cannot do all that the law requires, or a
person is justified by faith in Jesus Christ alone. The antithesis or contrast
in these verses is between two ways of obtaining the promise of salvation
and life: by works of the law or by grace through faith.



Theological Implications

The third part of TLNF consists of two chapters that address some of the
broader theological implications of the republication thesis. The first of
these chapters, “Natural Law and the Works Principle under Adam and
Moses” by David VanDrunen, addresses the manner in which the Mosaic
law reiterates the moral obligations of the natural law that governed Adam’s
relationship to God in the prelapsarian state. The second, “Obedience Is
Better than Sacrifice” by Michael Horton, provides an exposition of Psalm
40, arguing that Christ obtained the right to enter into God’s presence and
enjoy fellowship with him on the basis of his active and passive obedience.
Horton argues that Christ thereby achieved what was promised to Adam
and then to Israel, and in a manner that upheld the just requirements of the
holy law of God. While Horton’s essay makes its own contribution to the
principal argument of the volume, we will only summarize VanDrunen’s
essay, which presents a more fulsome and provocative statement of the
republication thesis.!?

VanDrunen introduces his essay with a helpful statement of his basic
argument and thesis. In his judgment, one of the important reasons for the
lack of attention to the presence of a “works principle” in the Mosaic
economy among contemporary Reformed theologians stems from the
neglect of the natural law (283). Since these two ideas, the works principle
in the Mosaic administration and the doctrine of natural law, are
systematically related, neglect of the one will inevitably lead to a neglect of
the other.

VanDrunen defines natural law as the “content of God’s moral law” that
is “made known to every human being through natural revelation” (284).
The natural law is written or engraved upon the heart of human beings as
God’s image-bearers and is “perceived through the judgments of
conscience.” Negatively, the natural law reminds all people of their sin and
just condemnation before God, including their need of a Savior. Positively,
the natural law serves as a “standard for the development of civil law”
(284). Rather than being a “philosophical ethical theory of Roman
Catholicism,” which diminishes the noetic effects of sin upon human
awareness of the moral obligations of the divine law, the doctrine of natural



law is a commonplace in historic Reformed theology. By the “works
principle,” VanDrunen means to refer to “the law’s demand for perfect,
personal obedience, with sanctions of blessing and curse to follow
obedience and disobedience respectively to this demand” (284). In
VanDrunen’s opinion, the predominant view of the Reformed tradition is
that the works principle was present, not only in the prelapsarian covenant
of works between God and Adam but also in the postlapsarian Mosaic
covenant. The republication of the works principle in the Mosaic covenant,
however, was not to offer Israel “a way of attaining everlasting life
(impossible for sinners) but for redemptive-historical, typological purposes
such as reminding sinners of their fall and judgment under Adam, their
inability to provide perfect obedience to God themselves, and their hope of
a coming Messiah who would himself be born under this works principle
and satisfy its requirements on behalf of his people” (284-85).

Recognizing that his thesis may seem “somewhat complex,” VanDrunen
argues for it in three successive stages. First, he presents a case for the
correctness of the Reformed tradition’s teaching that the natural law
proclaims the works principle. Second, he shows that the Reformed
tradition also properly viewed the law of Moses as a reiteration or
“application” of the natural law to the unique circumstances of Israel in the
history of redemption. And third, he maintains that the presence of the
works principle, both in the covenant of works and in the Mosaic covenant,
serves a divinely intended purpose, namely, to teach Israel to understand the
“basic predicament of the whole human race” (285, emphasis original). By
means of the republication of the works principle, the Lord taught his
people that all human beings stand condemned by the law and are unable to
extricate themselves from this predicament through their own moral efforts
or works. Though the arguments for each of these points in VanDrunen’s
chapter are at times dense, we will present a summary of each of them in as
simple and accurate a manner as possible.!3

The first stage in VanDrunen’s argument is pivotal to all that he
maintains in the second and third stages. The fundamental claim VanDrunen
makes is that the natural law contains inherently the works principle that is
an essential feature of the Adamic covenant. The natural law not only
discloses the moral will of God for all human beings who bear his image,
but it also discloses the consequences of human failure to do what the law
requires. In VanDrunen’s judgment, “the law of nature not only imparts



knowledge of and obligation to God’s basic moral will but also makes
known the sanctions that attach to this obligation: life and blessing for
obedience and death and curse for disobedience” (286). In the history of
Reformed reflection upon the natural law, it is commonly acknowledged
that the natural law discloses God’s moral will, and that this law is known
by all human beings as image-bearers of God. However, VanDrunen
observes that there is some “ambiguity” among Reformed theologians
regarding the relation between the disclosure of the natural law and the
prelapsarian covenant relationship (290).

On the one hand, some Reformed theologians affirm that God created
human beings with a natural knowledge of the moral law and an awareness
of the reward or punishment that follows upon obedience or disobedience to
its requirements. But at the same time, these theologians are unwilling to
identify the creation of human beings after God’s image and under the
moral obligations of the natural law with the prelapsarian covenant of
works. For these theologians, the promise of “eschatological life,” which
was implicit in the prelapsarian covenant relationship, is something “added
on to creation in the divine image” (290). Because the promise of
eschatological life is presumably a covenanted promise that exceeds what
human beings as creatures could justly obtain through their obedience to the
natural law, these theologians distinguish between man’s state as a moral
creature and image-bearer and his state as a covenant creature to whom God
binds himself by covenantal promises and sanctions. On the other hand,
some Reformed theologians expressed themselves in a way that implies an
intrinsic connection between God’s creation of man in his image and God’s
covenant with him through the law with its rewards and punishments.'4 For
VanDrunen, the “ambiguity” of Reformed theologians at this point is
helpfully resolved in the theology of a more recent biblical theologian,
Meredith Kline, who maintains that the essence of the covenant of works is
given with the creation of man in God’s image and with an awareness of the
works principle embedded in the moral law (291). When God discloses the
natural law to his image-bearers, that disclosure is itself the covenant of
works, since it includes the communication of the promise of life and the
sanction of death.

After offering a case for the connection between the doctrine of natural
law and the works principle, which together constitute the elements of the
original prelapsarian covenant of works, VanDrunen turns to the subject of



the natural law and the Mosaic covenant. Though VanDrunen does not take
up explicitly the thesis of republication in the second stage of his argument,
the implications of this feature of his argument for the republication thesis
are clear. If the Mosaic law represents a particular promulgation in the
history of redemption of the original requirements of the moral law, then it
must also include a republication of what belongs intrinsically to the nature
of the law with its obligations and corresponding sanctions. The presence of
the natural law in the Mosaic covenant, now in the form of a particular
application of the moral obligations of God’s will, requires the inference
that the Mosaic covenant includes a republication of the covenant of works
at some level. As VanDrunen puts it, “if the Reformed tradition is correct in
seeing the Mosaic law as a particular application of the natural law for
theocratic Israel, and if the natural law proclaims the works principle, then
there is at least an initial presumption for recognizing the works principle as
one of the constitutive aspects of the Mosaic covenant” (301, emphasis
original). In his defense of this inference, VanDrunen appeals to historical
and biblical evidences for the identification of the natural law and the moral
law as it was communicated through the Mosaic administration to Israel.
Once it is acknowledged that the law of Moses is rooted in and reiterates
the fundamental requirements of the natural law, especially in its moral and
civil aspects, it should be apparent that the works principle is also reiterated
in the Mosaic law.

In the last stage of his argument, VanDrunen takes up the question of the
purpose of the republication of the works principle in the Mosaic covenant
through the moral law. In VanDrunen’s assessment of this purpose, he
suggests that in a “general” way this republication was given “for the
historical purpose of serving as a pedagogue unto Christ (Gal. 3:24), who
alone brings salvation” (309). The law served within God’s purpose as a
means of exposing Israel’s sinful inability to procure life and favor with the
Lord on the basis of obedience to the strict demands of God’s law.
Furthermore, the exposure of Israel’s inability was itself a microcosm of the
exposure through the law of the inability of all human beings without
exception to obtain the blessing of God’s covenant favor through works of
the law. In comparison to the natural law, the revelation of the obligations
of the moral law through Moses represents a “perfectly lucid” manifestation
of human sinfulness that surpasses the more obscure knowledge able to be
obtained through natural revelation (309). According to VanDrunen, the



teaching of the apostle Paul in Galatians 4:3, 9 confirms this purpose of the
Mosaic law’s republication of the works principle of the Adamic covenant.
In this passage, Paul “identifies slavery under the stoicheia [‘elementary
principles,’ Esv] as something that life under the Mosaic law and life under
paganism had in common” (311). VanDrunen, who favors the translation of
stoicheia as “elementary principles” or “basic teachings,” interprets Paul’s
language in this passage to confirm the essential unity of the natural and the
Mosaic law in their revelation of a works principle that can only leave its
recipients in a state of slavery or bondage. The contrast that Paul draws
between freedom from the law through faith in Christ alone and slavery
under the law is a radical contrast between two principles of inheritance, the
one by grace and the other by works. In drawing this contrast, the apostle
does not represent the works principle in the Mosaic law as a kind of
“legalistic Jewish perversion of the law” but as an inherent feature of the
Mosaic economy (311).

Though this completes our summary of the main stages of VanDrunen’s
argument, there is one question prompted by his argument at the close of
the chapter that requires brief notice. VanDrunen poses the question this
way: “If the natural law written on the heart proclaims the works principle,
and if in Christ we are no longer under the works principle . . . then are
New Testament Christians in fact not under the natural law, though it seems
to be constitutive of the very image of God in which we are being re-
created?” (313). The reason VanDrunen is compelled to raise this rather
provocative question is patent. If the obligations of the moral law, whether
in the prelapsarian or the postlapsarian circumstances, necessarily place
their recipients under the promises and sanctions of the covenant of works
with its works-inheritance principle, then how can believers in the covenant
of grace be subject to the law’s demands? Does not the freedom from the
law that believers enjoy through Christ include a freedom from the moral
law as well? VanDrunen does not shy away from this question, but answers
it with the provocative claim that believers are not subject to the moral law
as believers, so far as their conduct in relation to fellow believers within the
“spiritual” kingdom of Christ is concerned. Though believers, so far as their
conduct in the “natural” or “civil” kingdom is concerned, may be subject to
the natural law, they are not subject to the natural law as Christians. Due to
the provocative nature of this conclusion, we need to quote at length
VanDrunen’s own statement of it:



First, in regard to the question whether New Testament Christians
are under the natural law the answer is yes and no, and this answer
depends upon the historic Reformed “two kingdoms” doctrine.
Insofar as they are called to live in common with the world in the
civil kingdom, Christians still exist under the authority of the natural
law. . . . But insofar as they are called out of the world into the
kingdom of Christ, Christians do not operate according to the
natural law (though their basic moral obligations remain the same),
for they are not under the works principle, either in regard to their
justification before God or in regard to their conduct toward one
another (313).16

If someone were to object to this position by citing Jeremiah 31:33, which
speaks of God’s promise to write the law upon the hearts of his people,
VanDrunen claims that this does not refer to the natural law but to the law
of freedom that belongs to the covenant of grace.

With this summary of VanDrunen’s essay, I conclude my survey of the
main arguments of TLNF. Though my survey does not fully present the
detailed arguments of the various authors, it will suffice as a basis for the
critical evaluation of their most important claims in the next chapter.



A Summary of the Principal Claims of The Law Is
Not of Faith

One of the difficulties that a reviewer faces when considering a volume
that consists of a series of essays by individual authors is the challenge of
determining whether it sets forth any common themes or whether it only
sets forth the individual viewpoints of the different contributors. The
obvious challenge to a reviewer of a book like TLNF is to avoid ascribing
specific views to all the authors, when they may only be the peculiar views
of one or more contributors. I have already acknowledged that some of the
essays in TLNF are not as relevant to the main arguments of the book as
others. The principal thesis of the book is undoubtedly the claim that the
Mosaic administration “in some sense” republished the prelapsarian
covenant of works. However, the authors of this volume offer a variety of
formulations of the republication thesis, and it would be unfair to ascribe
the views of one author to all of the others. For this reason, I would like, in
preparation for the critical evaluation that follows, to conclude this section
of my review of TLNF with a summary of what I judge to be the principal
claims of the authors, particularly in respect to the republication thesis. In
doing so, I will also identify the contributors of the volume who most
directly argue for these claims, acknowledging thereby that not all the
contributors agree with every one of them.

Upon the basis of my summary of the arguments for republication in
TLNF, the following claims, roughly in the order in which they are
presented, seem to be of primary importance. In keeping with the divisions
of the book, these claims can be classified into three categories: historical,
biblical, and theological.

First, in the history of Reformed theology during the formative period of
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the idea that the Mosaic covenant
in some sense republished the covenant of works was a commonplace, even
the predominant view. Some form of the doctrine of republication was
pervasive among the formative writers in the period of Reformed
orthodoxy.

Second, though there were diverse formulations among Reformed
theologians of the sense in which the Mosaic covenant republished the



prelapsarian covenant of works, most of these formulations involved a
“formal” or “hard” view of the republication of the covenant of works, not
simply as a restatement of the requirements of the law of God but as a
formal reinstitution of the covenant of works at some level.

Third, when the apostle Paul appeals to key OT texts that summarize
essential features of the Mosaic covenant, especially Leviticus 18:5 and
Deuteronomy 30:1-14, in passages like Romans 10:5-6 and Galatians 3, he
interprets the Mosaic covenant as including the “works principle” that was
an essential component of the prelapsarian covenant of works.

Fourth, when the apostle Paul treats the Mosaic covenant as an
administration that republished the “works principle” of the covenant of
works, he is not replying to a “legalistic” misuse of the Mosaic covenant or
a feature of the Mosaic covenant that is being wrested (or abstracted) from
its proper setting within the Mosaic covenant as an administration of the
covenant of grace.

Fifth, the antithesis that the apostle Paul articulates in Galatians between
the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants is an antithesis between a covenant
that is characteristically promissory and gracious and a covenant that is
characteristically legal and condemning. In contrast to the unconditional
and sovereignly gracious nature of the covenant of grace, the Mosaic
covenant stipulates conditions that its recipients are unable to meet and that
can only bring condemnation and death.

Sixth, the “works principle” that is an inherent feature of the Mosaic
covenant functions typologically to teach Israel that its inheritance of and
tenure as a corporate people in the Land of Promise was based upon her
obedience to all the demands of the law.

Seventh, since the Mosaic administration included a republication of the
natural law, which reveals a works principle that belongs to the essence of
the original covenant of works, the Mosaic covenant necessarily republishes
the covenant of works (VanDrunen).

And eighth, since believers in the new covenant are no longer under the
law of Moses as a covenant of works, at least with respect to their conduct
as members of Christ’s spiritual kingdom, their conduct within the church is
not governed by the law of Moses. Nor is the moral law as it was mediated
through Moses the law that is written upon the hearts of believers in the
new covenant (VanDrunen).



Postscript: Meredith Kline’s View of the Mosaic
Covenant

In the course of my summary of the arguments for the doctrine of
republication, I have had occasion to refer to Meredith Kline’s view of the
Mosaic economy or covenant. Undoubtedly, Kline is one of the most
influential advocates of the republication thesis among recent Reformed
theologians.!” Although many contemporary advocates of the republication
view appeal to earlier writers in the period of Reformed orthodoxy to
illustrate its presence throughout the history of Reformed theology,'® the
stimulus for the advocacy of this view among recent writers reflects the
influence of the biblical-theological formulations of Kline. For this reason,
before I turn directly to an assessment of the arguments that are integral to
the case for the republication thesis, I wish to present a brief postscript on
Kline’s understanding of the unique role of the Mosaic economy in the
course of redemptive history.

The starting point for Kline’s formulation of the doctrine of the
covenants is his emphasis upon a sharp distinction between the “inheritance
principles” that govern the prelapsarian covenant of works and the
postlapsarian covenant of grace. In Kline’s understanding of the
prelapsarian covenant of works, Adam’s—and, in him, the human race’s—
inheritance of the fullness of life or eschatological glory was based upon a
strict “works principle”:

A principle of works—do this and live—governed the attainment of
the consummation-kingdom proffered in the blessing sanction of the
creational covenant. Heaven must be earned. According to the terms
stipulated by the Creator it would be on the ground of man’s faithful
completion of the work of probation that he would be entitled to
enter the Sabbath rest. If Adam obediently performed the
assignment signified by the probation tree, he would receive, as a
matter of pure and simple justice, the reward symbolized by the tree
of life. That is, successful probation would be meritorious. With
good reason then covenant theology has identified this probation



arrangement as a covenant of works, thereby setting it in sharp
contrast to the Covenant of Grace.

As this statement of the works principle inheritance intimates, Kline
insists upon the strictly “meritorious” nature of the works required of Adam
in the covenant of works. To argue that there were elements of “grace” in
the sense of unmerited favor undergirding the promise and administration of
the prelapsarian covenant is theologically confused. In Kline’s view, as
soon as grace is introduced into the prelapsarian relationship between God
as Creator and human beings as creatures, it is no longer possible to
maintain the essential discontinuity and antithesis between the law and
gospel. The legal obligations of the covenant of works enunciate a principle
of inheritance that is rooted in God’s essential justice: when the creature
perfectly performs what the law demands, the inheritance of life is obtained
in accordance with God’s strict justice. In contrast to this principle of
inheritance, the gospel enunciates an essentially different principle: the
offending sinner who has demerited God’s favor receives life as a free,
unmerited grant or bestowal. Whereas the law requires perfect obedience in
order for human beings to inherit the promise of life, the gospel promises
life as a free gift. There is a stark contrast, accordingly, between the works-
merit principle of the covenant of works and the grace-promise-faith
principle of the covenant of grace.

According to Kline, any failure to recognize that the works principle
promises life upon the basis of meritorious works will have deadly
consequences for a proper understanding of the work of Christ, the second
Adam: “Indeed, the principle of works forms the foundation of the gospel
of grace. If meritorious works could not be predicated of Jesus Christ as
second Adam, then obviously there would be no meritorious achievement to
be imputed to his people as the ground of their justification-approbation.”?°
When Christ met all the obligations of the law, whether by means of his
active conformity to the law’s precepts (active obedience) or his passive
endurance of the law’s penalty (passive obedience), he genuinely merited
the fullness of life for his people. The work of the second Adam, the
Mediator of the covenant of grace, secured the inheritance of life for
believers in a way that upholds God’s strict justice by fully honoring the
requirements of his holy law. Though the gift of life is a gift of sheer grace
for believers, it was obtained by the meritorious work of Christ on their



behalf. “In his probationary obedience the Redeemer gained the merit
which is transferred to the account of the elect. Underlying Christ’s
mediatorship of a covenant of grace for the salvation of believers is his
earthly fulfillment, through meritorious obedience, of his heavenly
covenant of works with the Father.”?! Therefore, the covenant of grace and
its freely bestowed benefit of eternal life are grounded upon Christ’s
obedience under the law. Through the obedience of Christ, which fulfilled
all the legal requirements of the covenant of works, believers are granted
the free gift of eternal life.

Kline also maintains that a failure to recognize the role of meritorious
works within the covenant of works has similar negative consequences for a
proper interpretation of the Mosaic economy in the covenant of grace. In
the administration of the Mosaic covenant, it is evident that the inheritance
principle of meritorious works plays a role at a certain level of the
covenant’s administration. Though Kline affirms the common Reformed
view that the Mosaic economy was an administration of the covenant of
grace, he believes it also illustrates the ongoing significance of the works
principle of inheritance in the history of redemption. Although the Mosaic
economy was “an administration of grace on its fundamental level of
concern with the eternal salvation of the individual,” it was

at the same time on its temporary, typological kingdom level
informed by the principle of works. Thus, for example, the apostle
Paul in Romans 10:14ff. and Galatians 3:10ff. (cf. Rom. 9:32)
contrasts the old order of the law with the gospel order of grace and
faith, identifying the old covenant as one of bondage, condemnation,
and death (cf. 2 Cor. 3:6-9; Gal. 4:24-26). The old covenant was
law, the opposite of grace-faith, and in the postlapsarian world that
meant it would turn out to be an administration of condemnation as
a consequence of sinful Israel’s failure to maintain the necessary
meritorious obedience. Had the old typological kingdom been
secured by sovereign grace in Christ, Israel would not have lost her
national election. A satisfactory explanation of Israel’s fall demands

works, not grace, as the controlling administrative principle.??



In this compact statement, Kline claims that the Mosaic economy
functioned at one level—the typological—as an administration of the
covenant of works. Like the first Adam, national Israel was placed under
the administration of a works principle in respect to her inheritance of and
tenure in the Land of Promise. Just as Adam was expelled from Eden for his
failure to secure the promise of eternal life upon condition of meritorious
obedience, so Israel was expelled from the land of Canaan for her failure to
retain the Promised Land upon condition of obedience to the law of Moses.
According to Kline, at the “typological” level of Israel’s earthly inheritance
of the land of Canaan, the Mosaic covenant republished and readministered
the works principle of the covenant of works. The principle set forth in
Leviticus 18:5, “do this [obey the requirements of the law of Moses] and
you will live,” confirms that the works-inheritance principle of the covenant
of works functioned at the typological level of Israel’s tenure in the land.

In his characterization of the uniqueness of the Mosaic covenant, Kline
maintains that it included two distinct levels of administration. At the
typological level, the Mosaic covenant taught that Israel’s tenure in the land
was upon the “ground” of her covenant obedience to the law of Moses.
However, at the fundamental level of the salvation of the elect, the Mosaic
covenant taught that this was entirely based upon God’s gracious and
unmerited promise to Abraham.

What we have found then is that once the typological kingdom was
inaugurated under the Mosaic Covenant, Israel’s retention of it was
governed by a principle of works applied on a national scale. The
standard of judgment in this national probation was one of
typological legibility, that is, the message must remain reasonably
readable that enjoyment of the felicity of God’s holy kingdom goes
hand in hand with righteousness. Without holiness we do not see
God. But if the ground of Israel’s tenure in Canaan was their
covenant obedience, their election to receive the typological
kingdom in the first place was emphatically not based on any merit
of theirs (cf. Deut. 9:5, 6). Their original reception of this kingdom
as well as their restoration to it after the loss of their national
election in Babylonian exile, is repeatedly attributed to God’s
remembrance of his promissory commitments of grace to Abraham,



Isaac, and Jacob (Exod. 2:24; 3:6ff.; 32:13; Deut. 9:27; 10:15; Lev.
26:42), pointing to the coming Messiah and the new covenant.??

While this summary of Kline’s view of the Mosaic economy could be
elaborated further, for our purposes the main lines of his doctrine of
republication should be evident. According to Kline, the Mosaic economy
is not an administration of the covenant of grace simpliciter. Rather, it
contains elements of the covenant of works at the typological level of its
administration, even though it remains fundamentally an administration of
the covenant of grace. The law of Moses requires obedience upon the part
of national Israel as a condition for Israel’s inheritance of and continuation
in the land of Canaan. In this sense, Israel is a kind of second Adam, whose
land inheritance typifies the obligations of perfect obedience under the
covenant of works that only Christ, the “last” and true Adam, fulfilled as
the meritorious basis for the inheritance of eternal life on the part of
believers. Israel’s inability to secure her inheritance of the land by way of
obedience to the law of Moses serves, within the framework of the
administration of the covenant of grace throughout the history of
redemption, to underscore the importance of Christ’s active and passive
obedience as the ground for the inheritance of life that believers receive
through faith alone, apart from works. In Kline’s biblical-theological
appraisal of the uniqueness of the Mosaic economy, the history of Israel’s
inability to secure life through obedience to the requirements of the law
confirms that the inheritance of life within the covenant of grace can only
be obtained through the obedience of Jesus Christ, the Mediator of the new
covenant.

1. In this paragraph, I am summarizing the main elements of WCF 7, which treats the doctrine of
the covenants of works and of grace. The prelapsarian covenant relationship is variously
denominated by covenant theologians. Sometimes it is termed a “covenant of nature” or a “covenant
of creation.”

2. Institutes, 2.10.2. WCF 7.6 expresses well the consensus on this point: “There are not therefore
two covenants of grace, differing in substance, but one and the same, under various dispensations.”

3. TLNF. Throughout this chapter and the next, whenever reference is made to this volume, the
page number will be given in the text within parentheses.

4.1 place the phrase “in some sense” within quotation marks because this is an expression that is
frequently used by various authors throughout the book. As we shall see, one of the principal



challenges to any reader of the book is to determine precisely in what sense the Mosaic
administration republishes the covenant of works.

5. On p. 11 the editors quote Polanus to say “[t]he repetition of the covenant of works is made by
God,” and footnote volume 1:44 (Prolegomena to Theology) of Richard Muller’s Post-Reformation
Reformed Dogmatics (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003). This reference should be to the first edition
of Muller’s work (1987) where Muller offers a brief description of Polanus’s identity and major
works. However, the quotation does come from Amandus Polanus, The Substance of the Christian
Religion (London: W. Apsley, 1608), which is cited by the editors in the following footnote.

6. Subsequent to the writing of this chapter, I was asked by the editors of the Confessional
Presbyterian to engage the republication doctrine in a two-part exchange with Fesko. For this
exchange, see J. V. Fesko, “The Republication of the Covenant of Works,” Confessional Presbyterian
8 (2012): 197-212; Cornelis P. Venema, “The Law of Moses: Not a Disguised Covenant of Works,”
Confessional Presbyterian 8 (2012): 212-27; Fesko, “The Accommodated Scriptures: A Response to
Cornelis Venema,” Confessional Presbyterian 9 (2013): 178-87; and Venema, “The Mosaic Economy
and the Covenant of Grace,” Confessional Presbyterian 9 (2013): 157-78.

7. Institutes, 2.10.2 (OS 3:404): “Patrum omnium foedus adeo substantia et re ipsa nihil a nostro
differet, ut unum prorsus atque idem sit: administration tamen variat.”

8. Ferry refers especially to three studies on the history of Reformed covenant theology, but
expresses reservations regarding their reading of the sources: Peter Golding, Covenant Theology:
The Key of Theology in Reformed Thought and Tradition (Fearn, Ross-shire: Christian Focus
Publications, 2004); Rowland S. Ward, God & Adam: Reformed Theology and the Creation
Covenant (Wantirna, Australia: New Melbourne Press, 2003); and Mark Karlberg, Covenant
Theology in Reformed Perspective: Collected Essays and Book Reviews in Historical, Biblical, and
Systematic Theology (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2000). In my judgment, Ward’s book is the most
useful of these studies. Karlberg’s interpretation of the history of Reformed covenant theology suffers
from an undue attachment to the formulations of Meredith Kline. It is noteworthy that the authors of
TLNF do not refer to the fine study of my colleague, CCT. Beach’s study fills some of the gaps in the
literature on the history of Reformed covenant theology, and provides a comprehensive treatment of
Turretin’s position on the kinds of questions the authors of TLNF address.

9. Though Ferry cites Calvin as an example of this kind of formal republication view, I will argue
in the following chapter that Calvin does not conceive of the Mosaic administration as a
republication of the covenant of works. Calvin’s view is much closer to what Ferry terms a
“material” republication view, since Calvin only affirms that the Mosaic law reiterates the
requirements of the natural (moral) law that was the rule of Adam’s obedience before the fall. The
position Ferry terms a “material” republication view is, as I shall also argue below, the most common
view in the Reformed tradition and hardly warrants being termed a “republication” of the covenant of
works in any significant sense. Ferry’s taxonomy here and throughout is rather confusing and, for
that reason, unhelpful.

10. Curtis’s chapter, “Hosea 6:7 and Covenant-Breaking like/at Adam,” offers an interesting and
rather compelling case for an interpretation of Hosea 6:7 that implies the idea of a prelapsarian
covenant with Adam. Waters’s chapter, “Romans 10:5 and the Covenant of Works,” does not advance
the kind of republication thesis that is present in the majority of the chapters of TLNF. Waters’s
interpretation of Romans 10:5 and Paul’s appeal to Leviticus 18:5 is not substantially different from
the view that I will argue in the next section was common in the Reformed tradition.

11. Gordon cites the following statement of Murray as an example of the position to which his
essay is a “counterpart”: “What needs to be emphasized now is that the Mosaic covenant in respect of
the condition of obedience is not in a different category from the Abrahamic. It is too frequently
assumed that the conditions prescribed in connection with the Mosaic covenant place the Mosaic
dispensation in a totally different category as respects grace, on the one hand, and demand or
obligation, on the other. In reality there is nothing that is principally different in the necessity of



keeping the covenant and of obedience to God’s voice, which proceeds from the Mosaic covenant,
from that which is involved in the keeping required in the Abrahamic” (John Murray, The Covenant
of Grace: A Biblico-Theological Study [1954; repr., Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed,
1988], 22).

12. For a fuller treatment of the doctrine of the covenant by Michael Horton, and one that regards
the Mosaic economy as in some sense a republication of the covenant of works, see Michael Horton,
God of Promise: Introducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2006). Horton follows
closely the formulations of Meredith Kline, and speaks of “structural” differences (47) between the
Abrahamic covenant, which was unconditional in its promise, and the Mosaic covenant, which was
conditional upon Israel’s obedience to the law as the basis for its tenure in the land of Canaan (35—
50).

13. For a further statement and defense of his understanding of the republication thesis, see David
VanDrunen, “Israel’s Recapitulation of Adam’s Probation under the Law of Moses,” WTJ 73, 2
(2011): 303-24.

14. VanDrunen cites Francis Turretin and Herman Bavinck as examples of the former view, and
Wilhelmus a Brakel as an example of the latter view. I will offer an evaluation of this reading of the
sources in my treatment of some of the theological implications of the arguments of the authors of
TLNF.

15. VanDrunen appeals to Meredith Kline’s description of the covenant of works to support the
thesis that the prelapsarian covenant of works was inherent in the creation of Adam in God’s image,
and that the so-called probationary command of Genesis 2:17 added nothing to what Adam already
knew through natural revelation. See Meredith G. Kline, Kingdom Prologue: Genesis Foundations
for a Covenantal Worldview (Overland Park, KS: Two Age Press, 2000), 92: “Man’s creation as
image of God meant, as we have seen, that the creating of the world was a covenant-making process.
There was no original non-covenantal order of mere nature on which the covenant was
superimposed. Covenantal commitments were given by the Creator in the very act of endowing the
man-creature with the mantle of the divine likeness. And those commitments were eschatological.”
In my assessment of the theological arguments of TLNF, I will offer an evaluation of VanDrunen and
Kline’s rather novel view of the prelapsarian covenant.

16. VanDrunen’s separation between the two kingdoms, the civil kingdom and the spiritual
kingdom (the church), is a subject that goes beyond the limits of my review of TLNF. His suggestion
that the moral law as such governs only the conduct of believers within the civil kingdom is
consistent with the strict separation that he wishes to maintain between these two kingdoms. For a
further elaboration and defense of VanDrunen’s two-kingdom construction, see David VanDrunen, A
Biblical Case for Natural Law (Grand Rapids, MI: Acton Institute, 2006); and VanDrunen, Natural
Law and the Two Kingdoms: A Study in the Development of Reformed Social Thought (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010). For a critical assessment of the two kingdoms perspective, see Ryan
C. Mcllhenny, ed., Kingdoms Apart: Engaging the Two Kingdoms Perspective (Phillipsburg, NJ:
P&R Publishing, 2012); and Cornelis P. Venema, “One Kingdom or Two? An Evaluation of the ‘Two
Kingdoms’ Doctrine as an Alternative to Neo-Calvinism,” MAJT 23 (2012): 77-129.

17. The principal source for Kline’s doctrine of republication is his Kingdom Prologue. For a
recent book-length assessment of Kline’s view, see Andrew M. Elam, Robert C. Van Kooten, and
Randall A. Bergquist, Merit and Moses: A Critique of the Klinean Doctrine of Republication
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2014).

18. Karlberg, Covenant Theology, 4, claims that this view was held by a “vast majority.”

19. Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 107 (emphasis added). The language of a “works principle” is
characteristically Klinean, but is not found among writers of the orthodox period in Reformed
theology so far as I have been able to determine.

20. Ibid., 108.

21. Ibid., 109.



22. Ibid. (emphasis added).
23. Ibid., 323.



THE COVENANT OF WORKS AND THE
MOSAIC ECONOMY (2):

ASSESSING THE CASE FOR
“REPUBLICATION”

In the previous chapter, I identified the most important arguments for the
claim that the Mosaic economy included a republication in some sense of
the covenant of works. The aim of this chapter will be to offer a critical
assessment of the republication thesis. Just as my survey was necessarily
selective, so my assessment will address some, but by no means all, of the
arguments for the doctrine of republication. Since the various contributors
to TLNF offer divergent views of the republication thesis, I will attempt as
much as possible to identify the contributions to which my assessment is
especially directed. Though it is a rather general criticism, it could be
argued that the most problematic feature of the republication thesis is the
vagueness of its principal claim. The repeated use of the phrase “in some
sense” to modify the republication thesis begs the obvious question, “in
what sense”? How precisely does the Mosaic administration republish the
covenant of works? Some of the contributors to TLNF attempt to provide
an answer to this question; others simply assume that the reader will
understand the meaning of this language. Due to the ambiguity of the
republication thesis, the challenge facing the critic of TLNF is similar to
that facing someone who attempts to hit a moving target.



In keeping with the basic outline of TLNF, my evaluation will be
organized in terms of the three parts of the volume. I will begin with a
consideration of the broad historical argument that the doctrine of a
republication of the covenant of works in the Mosaic administration was a
commonplace among Reformed theologians in the formative period of the
late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. After a consideration of this
historical claim, I will take up some of the biblical arguments of the second
part of the volume. In the last section, I will identify and address briefly
some of the theological dimensions and implications of the republication
thesis.



An “Accommodated” Reading of the Sources

One of the difficulties confronting anyone who endeavors to interpret
the history of the doctrine of the covenant in Reformed theology is the
absence of any comprehensive account of this history. Though there are a
number of secondary studies on particular Reformed theologians, the
interpreter is confronted with a number of difficult choices in determining
which doctrinal formulations belong to the consensus of Reformed
covenant theology and which of them belong uniquely to a particular
theologian. Historians of the orthodox period of Reformed theology are
increasingly aware of the wide diversity of formulation that existed among
the theologians of this period. The temptations that confront anyone who
attempts to interpret the development of the doctrine of the covenant in this
period include, among others, a selective reading of the sources or an
anachronistic reading, which imposes categories of subsequent theologians
upon those of an earlier period. The work of Richard Muller on the
development of Reformed theology in the late sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, for example, illustrates the problem in terms of the debates
regarding “Calvin and the Calvinists.” Muller has persuasively argued that
the interpretation of Calvin’s theology was “accommodated” to a variety of
twentieth-century theological concerns, particularly those of neoorthodoxy,
and that in the process Calvin’s theology was often not interpreted in its
historical context.!

The question raised by the historical arguments of the contributors to
TLNF can be put in similar terms: have the authors of this volume
“accommodated” their reading of the sources to demonstrate the claim that
the republication thesis was a commonplace of Reformed theologians in
this formative period? As I noted in my survey of TLNF, various authors
throughout the book claim that the idea of republication was a
commonplace of early Reformed theology, despite its absence in the
formulations of many more recent Reformed theologians.

In order to test this historical claim, I propose to examine the positions
of three Reformed theologians: John Calvin, Francis Turretin, and Herman
Witsius. These theologians are arguably among the most important
architects of traditional Reformed covenant theology.? Furthermore, both



Turretin and Witsius are later figures who intentionally sought to articulate
the “consensus” of Reformed theologians on disputed points. Rather than
representing figures whose views were idiosyncratic or outside the
mainstream of Reformed covenant theology, these figures articulated views
that became fairly standard among Reformed theologians.? In addition to
these important Reformed theologians, I will also evaluate the claims of the
authors of TLNF by the standard of the WCF, which undeniably sets forth a
codification in confessional form of the most basic, and common, features
of traditional Reformed covenant theology.

John Calvin

The danger of anachronism and overinterpretation is particularly
pressing when it comes to an evaluation of Calvin’s understanding of the
distinctive nature of the Mosaic covenant within the history of redemption.
It is commonly acknowledged that the doctrine of a prelapsarian covenant
of works is not explicitly present in Calvin’s theology, and even the claim
that Calvin anticipated many components of the later bi-covenantalism of
Reformed theology remains open to dispute.* To suggest that Calvin viewed
the Mosaic administration as a republication of the covenant of works,
therefore, is already liable to the obvious charge of an anachronistic reading
of his formulations. However, Calvin does explicitly address the question of
the special character of the Mosaic administration within the broader
framework of the administration of the covenant of grace. In the course of
addressing the peculiar nature of the Mosaic administration, Calvin makes
statements about the law of Moses that prompt particularly Fesko and Ferry
among the authors of TLNF to conclude that he conceived the Mosaic
administration to be in some sense a covenant of works. In Fesko’s
interpretation, Calvin conceives of the Mosaic administration as both a
covenant of grace and a covenant of works (31). And in Ferry’s estimation,
Calvin interprets the Mosaic administration as a “formal republication” of
the covenant of works (95).

In order to evaluate Calvin’s view of the distinctive nature of the Mosaic
administration, we need to note two indisputable and fundamental features
of his position, both of which are correctly acknowledged by Fesko in his
contribution to TLNF (28-29). First,when Calvin uses the term “law,” he
does so in at least three distinct ways: (1) to refer comprehensively to the



“whole religion of Moses” or to the Mosaic administration of the covenant
of grace in its entirety;” (2) to refer to the moral law of God, which was set
forth in the two tables of the Decalogue and in Jesus’ summary of the law;®
and (3) to refer to the specific statutes and requirements of the law, which
can be distinguished into three parts, the civil, judicial, and ceremonial.” An
assessment of the claim that Calvin viewed the Mosaic administration as a
republication of the covenant of works must carefully attend to these
distinct uses of the term “law.” Failure to accurately identify Calvin’s use of
the terminology of “law” in his descriptions of the Mosaic administration
will inevitably lead to a misinterpretation of his position.

The second feature of Calvin’s view is his well-known insistence that
the covenant of grace is one in substance, though distinct in mode of
administration. At the outset of his consideration of the “similarity of the
Old and New Testaments” in his Institutes, Calvin strongly asserts the unity
of the covenant of grace throughout the entire course of the history of
redemption: “Now we can clearly see from what has already been said that
all men adopted by God into the company of his people since the beginning
of the world were covenanted to him by the same law and by the bond of
the same doctrine as obtains among us.”® Shortly after this statement of the
unity of the covenant, Calvin acknowledges the diversity of its forms of
administration: “The covenant made with all the patriarchs is so much like
ours in substance and reality that the two are actually one and the same. Yet
they differ in the mode of dispensation.””

In the subsequent history of Reformed covenant theology, Calvin’s
insistence upon the unity of the covenant of grace through all its various
administrations becomes a commonplace. Upon the basis of this far-
reaching formulation, Calvin consistently maintains that all of the essential
components that make the covenant of grace what it is belong to each of its
administrations. Consequently, whatever may distinguish the Mosaic
administration as a distinct administration of the covenant of grace belongs
to the category of what Calvin terms “accidental” forms that are incidental
to the covenant’s nature. When Calvin and subsequent Reformed
theologians employ the language of “substance” and “form” or “accidents”
to refer to the distinct administrations of the one covenant of grace
throughout history, they are employing a traditional category distinction
from the philosophy of Aristotle. “Substance” refers to what makes
something what it is, “accidents” refers to what belongs contingently to



something. In the distinct administrations of the covenant of grace,
including the Mosaic administration, there are elements that necessarily
belong to each of these administrations as an administration of the covenant
of grace. However, there are other features that belong only to a distinct
administration of the covenant of grace at a particular moment in time.

Consistent with these features of his doctrine of the covenant of grace,
Calvin first summarizes those features of the Old and New Testaments that
belong to the substance of the covenant of grace in all of its administrations.
According to Calvin, there were three features of the OT that belong to and
are of one substance with the NT. First, the OT promise, however much it
was framed in terms of earthly blessings and circumstances, was the same
promise of “hope of immortality” in the fullness of God’s spiritual kingdom
as in the New. Second, “the covenant by which they [OT Israel] were bound
to the Lord was supported, not by their own merits, but solely by the mercy
of God who called them.” And third, “they had and knew Christ as
Mediator, through whom they were joined to God and were to share in his
promises.”!? In all of these fundamental respects, the OT was substantially
in harmony with the New. Believers in the OT trusted only in the Christ
who was to come as the Mediator oftheir salvation and blessing, just as
believers in the NT trust in the Christ who has come for every blessing. If
this were not so, it would be impossible to speak of Abraham as the father
of all believers, and of his being justified by faith apart from works.

After devoting a chapter to a discussion of the essential features that
belong to the covenant of grace and make it what it is in all of its
administrations, Calvin turns to a series of differences between the
covenants. These differences do not touch the substance of the covenant,
but have to do with incidental features that distinguish its various forms or
administrations. Five such features are distinguished: (1) in the OT, the
spiritual blessings of the covenant were represented under temporal or
earthly blessings, which reflected the infancy or immaturity of the OT
church in comparison to the New; (2) the OT covenants set forth the
substance and truth that belong to Christ in the form of “shadows” and
“types” that prefigure the reality to come; (3) the OT’s teaching is “literal,”
whereas the NT’s teaching is “spiritual”; (4) the OT held the people of
Israel in a kind of “bondage,” but the NT grants freedom and assurance; and
(5) in the OT the Lord focused upon setting apart one nation, but in the NT
the gospel and its blessings are extended to all the nations of the earth.™



Regarding three of these differences (2, 3, 4), Calvin observes that they
highlight the contrast between the “law,” which he uses inclusively to
include both the promises of the covenant and the publication of the law
through Moses, and the “gospel,” which he uses specifically to refer to the
provision of salvation in Christ for all of the covenant people of the Lord.!?
None of these differences, however, touches the substance of the covenant
or doctrine of salvation. In every administration of the covenant of grace,
believers are saved through faith in Christ alone who is the one Mediator
and Savior of his people. “Thus, God’s constancy shines forth in the fact
that he taught the same doctrine to all ages, and has continued to require the
same worship of his name that he enjoined from the beginning. In the fact
that he has changed the outward form and manner, he does not show
himself subject to change. Rather, he has accommodated himself to men’s
capacity, which is varied and changeable.”!3

To this point, there is nothing in Calvin’s view of the covenant of grace
that would suggest something like the idea of a republication of the
covenant of works under the Mosaic administration. However, Fesko
appeals to Calvin’s language in describing the Mosaic covenant to support
the idea that “with the dispensation of the Mosaic covenant there are two
separate covenants, the foedus legale and foedus evangelicum, the
ministries of Moses and Christ (2.11.4)” (30). Fesko further argues that
these two covenants set forth antithetical principles, the “legal covenant”
promising life through obedience, the “evangelical covenant” promising life
through faith in Christ. In its administration, the Mosaic covenant was a
legal covenant, but in its “substance” the Mosaic covenant was an
evangelical covenant. While he acknowledges that Calvin denied the
possibility of Israel obtaining life through obedience, he nonetheless
concludes that Calvin viewed the Mosaic covenant as enunciating a “works
principle” of inheritance that taught Israel to look to Christ alone for
salvation (33).

There are two significant problems at this point with Fesko’s
interpretation of Calvin’s view of the Mosaic administration. In the first
place, Fesko misreads Calvin’s language regarding a “legal” and an
“evangelical” covenant. When Calvin uses this language, he is not referring
to two covenants, which allegedly set forth different principles for obtaining
life, but he is referring to two distinct administrations of the one (in
substance) covenant of grace. In the section of the Institutes to which Fesko



appeals for his conclusion that the Mosaic administration included two
distinct covenants, Calvin clearly teaches that the “legal” and “evangelical”
covenants are two administrations of one covenant, distinct only in their
“accidents” but identical in their substance.

Let us then set forth the covenant that he once established as eternal
and never-perishing. Its fulfillment, by which it is finally confirmed
and ratified, is Christ. While such confirmation was awaited, the
Lord appointed, through Moses, ceremonies that were, so to speak,
solemn symbols of that confirmation. A controversy arose over
whether or not the ceremonies that had been ordained in the law
ought to give way to Christ. Now these were only the accidental
properties of the covenant, or additions and appendages, and in
common parlance, accessories of it. Yet because they were means of
administering it, they bear the name “covenant,” just as is customary
in the case of other sacraments. To sum up, then, in this passage
“Old Testament” means the solemn manner of confirming the

covenant, comprised in ceremonies and sacrifices.!#

In this passage, which follows shortly after Calvin’s use of the language
of a “legal” and an “evangelical” covenant, Calvin clearly affirms that the
“legal” or Mosaic covenant was an administration of the covenant of grace.
He does not mean to designate two covenants by this language, but, as is
customary in his writings, he uses the terminology of “law” or a “legal
covenant” in the comprehensive sense to refer to the Mosaic administration
(or “the whole religion of Moses”) of the one covenant of grace. When
Fesko adduces this language to confirm that Calvin viewed the Mosaic
covenant as “in some respect” a different covenant with a different principle
of obtaining life and favor with God, he fails to attend with sufficient care
to Calvin’s explanation of this language in the immediate context.

In the second place, Fesko also misreads the contrast that Calvin
subsequently draws in the Institutes between the “law” and “gospel.” Fesko
interprets Calvin’s contrast to teach a real contrast between the Mosaic
administration of the covenant of grace (at least at some level) and the
gospel of Jesus Christ. According to Fesko, the contrast is that between the
Mosaic covenant, which communicates a “works principle” for obtaining



life, and the gospel, which communicates a promise of life by grace through
faith in Christ alone. However, the passage that Fesko adduces for his
understanding of this contrast shows that Calvin identifies the contrast as
that between a “legalistic” misappropriation of the law of Moses, abstracted
from its setting within the broader administration of the Mosaic covenant
and used as a means of justification before God, and the gospel.

In the passage to which Fesko appeals, Calvin is explaining the contrast
in Hebrews between the law and the gospel, and the reason the author
appeals to the promise of Jeremiah 31:31-34. In his explanation, Calvin
maintains that the contrast is between the law in the narrowest sense,
namely, in terms of what it demands, promises, and threatens, and the
gospel. However, this contrast is not between the Mosaic administration of
the covenant of grace and the gospel, since the Mosaic administration also
reveals God’s promises of mercy and gracious correction of human
depravity.

For the apostle [author of Hebrews] speaks more opprobriously of
the law than the prophet does—not simply in respect to the law
itself, but, because of certain wretches who aped the law and, by
their perverse zeal for ceremonies, obscured the clarity of the
gospel. Their error and stupid predilection prompt Paul to discuss
the nature of the law. It behooves us therefore to note that particular
point in Paul. But both Jeremiah and Paul, because they are
contrasting the Old and New Testaments, consider nothing in the
law except what properly belongs to it. For example: the law
contains here and there promises of mercy, but because they have
been borrowed from elsewhere, they are not counted part of the law,
when only the nature of the law is under discussion. They ascribe to
it only this function: to enjoin what is right, to forbid what is
wicked; to promise a reward to the keepers of righteousness, and
threaten transgressors with punishment; but at the same time not to
change or correct the depravity of heart that by nature inheres in all
men. ™

For Calvin, the law as such was never intended to play an independent
role within the broader administration of the Mosaic covenant, which was



an evangelical covenant that communicated the gospel of God’s gracious
promise of salvation through Christ. The contrast between the “law” and the
“gospel,” therefore, is not between the Mosaic administration and the
gospel. In Calvin’s view, when the apostle Paul and other NT writers
oppose the “law” and the “gospel,” they are speaking of the law in the
narrowest sense, wrested from its evangelical setting and misappropriated
by those who falsely boast of their justification before God through
obedience to the law’s demands. Though the law is holy and good, it can
only demand perfect obedience and remind its recipients of the
consequences of any failure to do what it requires. When the law is viewed
in isolation from its evangelical setting, it can only condemn fallen sinners
who are incapable of doing what it requires. Contrary to Fesko’s reading of
Calvin, there is no basis for interpreting Calvin to teach that the Mosaic
administration included at some level a kind of “legal” covenant that
republished the prelapsarian covenant of works.

Francis Turretin

The second Reformed theologian we consider is Francis Turretin (1623—
87), a leading Reformed theologian of the orthodox period. Unlike Calvin,
who was one of the principal architects of the earliest formulation of
Reformed theology, Turretin deliberately sought to present the consensus of
Reformed theology at the height of the period of Reformed orthodoxy.
Turretin’s principal theological work, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, was
written, as its title intimates, in order to defend the consensus of Reformed
theology against its theological opponents, whether within the Reformed
community or within orthodox Lutheranism and Roman Catholicism.'® For
our purpose, which is to identify the way Reformed theologians viewed the
Mosaic administration within the history of the covenant of grace,
Turretin’s handling of the question is of special value. Not only does
Turretin offer his own conception of the unique place of the Mosaic
administration within the broader history of the covenant of grace, but he
also identifies the diversity of viewpoints among leading Reformed
theologians of the period. Consequently, Turretin’s exposition of the Mosaic
covenant offers an especially significant piece of historical evidence for
what may be described as a consensual or commonplace view among
Reformed theologians on this feature of traditional Reformed theology.



Consistent with the scholastic form and method of his elenctic theology,
Turretin offers a carefully nuanced and highly complex presentation of the
doctrine of the covenant. In keeping with our limited purpose in this review,
I will not attempt to trace out the complexities of Turretin’s discussion, but
focus upon the specific question of republication that is the concern of the
authors of TLNF. However, before treating Turretin’s handling of this
specific question, I will begin with a brief summary of the main tenets of
Turretin’s doctrine of the covenant.

Unlike Calvin, who does not expressly distinguish between a
prelapsarian covenant of works and a postlapsarian covenant of grace,
Turretin maintains that life and fellowship with the triune God, whether as
Creator or as Redeemer, is always communicated by way of covenant. In
the prefall state, God covenanted with the human race, promising life upon
condition of Adam’s perfect and personal obedience and threatening death
upon Adam’s disobedience.!” In the prefall covenant, which Turretin
denominates a “covenant of nature,” God gratuitously conferred upon
Adam the right to eternal happiness upon condition of perfect obedience.
Due to the infinite difference between God as Creator and man as creature,
and due to the disproportion between the creature’s obedience and the
eternal life promised, Turretin clearly rejects the idea that Adam or the
creature could “properly merit” life through obedience, though he
acknowledges that, speaking improperly, we may affirm a kind of
“covenanted merit” (meritum ex pacto) that derives “from the pact and
liberal promise of God.”'® By virtue of Adam’s disobedience and fall, it is
no longer possible for human beings to enjoy happiness in fellowship with
God by means of this covenant of works. In distinction from the
prelapsarian covenant of nature, Turretin affirms that God as Redeemer
instituted the covenant of grace as the means to restore the elect in Christ to
fellowship with himself and to obtain the blessing of eternal life. Turretin
summarizes his commitment to the standard Reformed doctrine of bi-
covenantalism in the following manner:

[God] entered into a twofold covenant with men: first, a legal
covenant (or one of works) with innocent man; another of faith and
evangelical with fallen and sinful man. By the former, God
promised eternal life to the man perfectly fulfilling the law and
threatened the sinner with death according to the clauses, “do this



and live” and “cursed is he who continueth not.” By the latter, he
promises to the believer safety in Christ and on account of Christ.
The former was made with Adam before the fall and in him with all
men. . . . The latter was entered into with the elect in Christ after the

fall.1?

In his extended treatment of the covenant of grace, Turretin addresses a
series of questions such as the identity of the parties of the covenant, the
promises and stipulations of the covenant, and the senses in which the
covenant of grace is “conditional” or “unconditional.” For our purpose, the
most important questions that he addresses have to do with the unity of the
covenant of grace in its diverse administrations throughout the history of
redemption and the peculiar features of the Mosaic administration. In the
course of his consideration of these questions, Turretin addresses explicitly
the debates among Reformed theologians regarding whether the Mosaic
administration was an administration of the covenant of grace, whether it
was also an administration in some manner of the covenant of works, or
whether it was a distinct covenant altogether, neither a covenant of works
nor a covenant of grace. In his discussion of these topics, Turretin offers
answers that are directly relevant to the republication thesis of the authors
of TLNNF.

On the topic of the unity of the covenant of grace, Turretin distinguishes
the Reformed view from that of the Socinians, the Remonstrants
(Arminians), and the Anabaptists. Contrary to these alternative views of the
relation between the Old and New Testaments, the Reformed teach that the
covenant of grace is “the same as to its substance and essential parts” in all
of its diverse administrations. Whereas the substance of the covenant
remains the same throughout redemptive history, the diverse
administrations of the covenant differ only in respect to their “accidentals
and the different modes and degrees of dispensation and manifestation.”?"
In every administration of the covenant of grace, we find the same Mediator
(Christ), the same obligation of faith in Christ, the same promise of spiritual
blessings, and the same way of reconciliation and salvation. So far as the
“intention” of God is concerned, therefore, the Mosaic administration, as an
administration of the covenant of grace, rightly belongs to the covenant of
grace and differs from the new covenant only in terms of its accidental
features.



Within the framework of these fundamental themes of Reformed
covenant theology, Turretin takes up specifically the subject of what is
unique to the Mosaic administration of the covenant of grace. In doing so,
he acknowledges that there is a lack of consensus, even among Reformed

theologians, on this question.?! Indeed, he admits that

[t]he opinions of theologians vary on this subject. Some maintain
that the Sinaitic covenant was a covenant of works; others that it
was a mixture of the covenant of works and the covenant of grace;
others that it was properly neither a covenant of nature nor of grace,
but a third covenant distinct from both in its whole species and was
instituted to minister to the covenant of grace (and for this reason
properly called “subservient”). Finally others (with whom we agree)
say that it was a covenant of grace, but promulgated with the law
and lying under it (which was sanctioned in the unusual manner of
terror and servitude, in accordance with the state of the Israelite

people and the age of the church at the time).??

As this statement of the differing views of the relation of the Mosaic
administration to the covenants of work and of grace indicates, by the time
of the writing of Turretin’s Institutes considerable difference of opinion had
emerged among Reformed theologians on the subject. Turretin’s summary
of these differences identifies at least four distinct opinions: (1) some
viewed the Mosaic administration as a covenant of works; (2) some taught
that the Mosaic administration was an admixture of the covenant of works
and the covenant of grace; (3) a third opinion taught that the Mosaic
administration was a distinct, subservient covenant, that was neither a
covenant of works nor a covenant of grace; and (4) still others, with whom
Turretin concurs, viewed the Mosaic administration as in substance a
covenant of grace, though promulgating the law as a means to teach human
inability and sinfulness and the need for the Mediator, Jesus Christ. In his
consideration of these views, Turretin spends most of his time refuting the
third opinion and arguing for the propriety of the fourth. With respect to the
third or “subservient” covenant view, Turretin notes that it was primarily
taught by John Cameron and Amyraut of the Amyraldian school. Though
Turretin seems to permit some form of the other views within the



boundaries of acceptable Reformed opinion, he expressly repudiates the
idea that the Mosaic covenant “subserved” the covenant of grace by
“inflaming” the children of Israel with a desire for the promise of the
covenant of grace and restraining their sinful inclination toward
disobedience.”?

In defense of the fourth opinion, Turretin argues that the Mosaic
administration was an administration of the covenant of grace. Since there
are only two kinds of covenants, a covenant of works and a covenant of
grace, he rejects outright the idea that the Mosaic administration was a third
kind of covenant. For Turretin, the Mosaic administration was “as to
substance and species . . . nothing else than a new economy of the covenant
of grace.”?* The Mosaic covenant was no different in its substance than the
covenant with Abraham, though by its promulgation of the law it was
“clothed as to external dispensation with the form of a covenant of
works.”?> The specific purpose of the Mosaic administration’s
promulgation of the law was not to reinstitute a covenant of works with
Israel, but to remind Israel of her sinful inability to do what the law
demands and thereby cultivate a more ardent thirst for the righteousness of
Jesus Christ. The law served Israel as a pedagogue that led her by the hand
to Christ and taught the people that there is no other basis for salvation than
that which is found in him. In his elaboration of the place of the law,
narrowly considered, within the Mosaic administration, Turretin offers an
account that closely resembles the one we have already observed in Calvin.

The Mosaic covenant may be viewed in two aspects: either
according to the intention and design of God and in order to Christ;
or separately and abstracted from him. In the latter way, it is really
distinct from the covenant of grace because it coincides with the
covenant of works and in this sense is called the letter that killeth
and the ministration of condemnation, when its nature is spoken (2
Cor. 3:6, 7). But it is unwarrantably abstracted here because it must
always be considered with the intention of God, which was, not that
man might have life from the law or as a sinner might be simply
condemned, but that from a sense of his own misery and weakness
he might fly for refuge to Christ.?®



In this explanation, Turretin is making a point that we witnessed in
Calvin’s conception of the Mosaic administration. When NT writers
(especially the apostle Paul) contrast the “law” of Moses and the covenant
of grace in Christ, the contrast is not between the Mosaic covenant as such
and the covenant of grace. The contrast is between the law, abstracted from
its setting within the Mosaic administration and considered only in terms of
what it demands and promises, and the covenant of grace. However, when
the law, narrowly considered, is regarded as having been promulgated by
God through Moses to teach Israel to find salvation through works of
obedience, then the law has been turned to a design contrary to God’s
intention. Within the purposes of the God of the covenant, the Mosaic law
was designed to serve the preaching of Christ and to point Israel to the only
Mediator whose obedience could procure salvation. In a statement that both
anticipates and opposes the appeal of the authors of TLNF to a passage like
Galatians 3:12, Turretin observes that Paul speaks of the law “not as taken
broadly and denoting the Mosaic economy, but strictly as taken for the
moral law abstractly and apart from the promises of grace (as the legalists
regarded it who sought life from it).”?” In Galatians 3:12, accordingly, the
apostle Paul is not equating the “law” with the Mosaic administration as
such, and then sharply opposing the Mosaic administration to the covenant
of grace. Rather, the apostle is contrasting what the law, wrested from its
covenant setting, demands, and arguing against his legalistic opponents who
pursued a righteousness that consisted in obedience to the law.?8

Though I will have occasion in what follows to consider further
Turretin’s view of the role of the law in the Mosaic economy, it does not
appear from my summary thus far that Turretin understands it to function at
some level as a covenant of works. To be sure, Turretin affirms that the law,
narrowly considered, reminds Israel of the requirements and consequences
of obedience, and thereby closes the door to justification and life by the
works of the law. In this respect, the law reiterates the demands of the
covenant of works and shows why the promise of life and blessing cannot
be obtained through the law. However, in doing so the law serves the gospel
of God’s grace in Christ, demonstrating that the covenant of works has been
wholly abrogated as an instrument for obtaining life. Part of God’s purpose
in giving the law within the broad framework of the Mosaic economy was
to point Israel to Christ who alone fulfills all the obligations of the law on
behalf of his people. To view the law as though it were given covenantally



as a means for obtaining the blessing of life and justification would be to
“abstract” the law from the promises of grace that are an integral part of the
Mosaic economy. Indeed, such an abstraction of the law from its divinely
intended place within the Mosaic economy is the error of the legalists
whom the apostle Paul opposes in his letter to the Galatians. Though the
Mosaic administration may include a formal republication of the law’s
obligations, together with the consequences that follow in the instance of
obedience or disobedience to its requirements, it does not thereby reinstitute
at some level the prefall covenant of works.

Herman Witsius

The third theologian of the Reformed tradition whom we consider is
Herman Witsius. Witsius’s views on the question of republication are
important for two reasons. First, Witsius was a mediating theologian who
wrote toward the end of the formative period of Reformed theology and
endeavored to resolve some of the ongoing disputes among Reformed
theologians on this question and other features of covenant theology. And
second, Witsius is also cited by authors of TLNF as a historical example
who confirms the prevalence of the republication thesis in traditional
Reformed covenant theology. In his summary of Witsius’s view, Fesko, for
example, argues that the republication thesis is more pronounced in Witsius
than it was in Calvin. In addition to Calvin’s view that the Mosaic law
republished the works principle of the covenant of works, Fesko argues that
Witsius also developed the typology of Israel’s corporate subjection to the
works principle. In his interpretation of Witsius’s position, Fesko insists that
the Mosaic administration was interpreted as a kind of second Adamic
probation in which God “set forth a legal covenant before the nation of
Israel, one by which they could earn their salvation through obedience”
(37).%°

In his well-known The Economy of the Covenants between God and
Man, Witsius restates the classic bi-covenantalism of the Reformed
tradition. Since Witsius’s formulation of the covenant of works and the
covenant of grace differs in no significant respect from that of Turretin, I
will focus only upon his handling of the question of the distinctive character
of the Mosaic administration in the economy of the covenants. Following
the long-standing consensus of Reformed theologians, Witsius assumes



throughout his discussion of the Mosaic administration that it was in
substance an administration of the covenant of grace, however distinct it
might be in its accidental or incidental features or forms. As Witsius
explains it,

The difference of the testaments consists in the different manner of
dispensing and proposing the same saving grace, and in some
different adjuncts and circumstances. Whatever was typical in that
dispensation, and denoted imperfection, and an acknowledgment
that the ransom was not yet paid, belongs to the OT. Whatever
shews that the redemption is actually wrought out, is peculiar to the

New Testament.3°

On this cardinal assumption of Reformed covenant theology, Witsius is
clear: the covenant of grace throughout history is one in substance, though
distinct in form of administration. The question that arises, then, is what
were the distinct features or “adjuncts” of the Mosaic administration as an
administration of the covenant of grace?

Witsius introduces his discussion of whether the Mosaic administration
with its promulgation of the law at Sinai was a covenant of works or of
grace by offering four preliminary observations. First, it is undoubtedly true
that the moral law promulgated through Moses is a “repetition of the
doctrine concerning the law of the covenant of works.”3! The law, with its
demands, rewards, and promises, repeats what was required of Adam before
the fall and can only, when separated from the covenant of grace, condemn
and curse its recipients who are fallen in Adam. Second, Witsius observes
that the “tremendous signs of thunders and lightnings,” which accompanied
the giving of the law through Moses at Sinai, were a “repetition of the
covenant of works.”3> Just as the covenant of works can only remind
sinners of the condemnation and death that follow upon disobedience to the
law of God, so these signs at Sinai reminded Israel of the threat of judgment
and contrast in form with the “sweetness of the gospel.” Third, though
Witsius’s language might suggest that the law republished and placed Israel
under a renewed covenant of works, he also observes that “[w]e are not,
however, to imagine, that the doctrine of the covenant of works was
repeated, in order to set up again such a covenant with the Israelites, in



which they were to seek for righteousness and salvation.”3* The purpose of
the giving of the law was not to renew the covenant of works, but “promote
the covenant of grace” with its promises of life and blessing through God’s
mercy. And fourth, Witsius closes his preliminary observations on the
Mosaic administration by noting that it included the “repetition of some
things belonging to the covenant of grace.”>* When the Lord reveals his law
through Moses, he does not do so without promises of friendship and
blessing and of the provision of a Mediator and his “suretyship.” If the
Mosaic administration consisted only of the promulgation of the moral law
through Moses, it could only fill its recipients with terror and exasperation.
However, the Mosaic administration republishes the promises of the
covenant of grace, even as it teaches Israel the impossibility of obtaining
life through obedience to the demands of the law.

After these preliminary observations regarding the law of Moses,
Witsius turns directly to the question whether it was a covenant of works or
a covenant of grace. In his answer to the question, Witsius offers what can
only be described as a perplexing answer. He begins with what appears to
be a clear denial that the Mosaic law was a republication of the covenant of
works. According to Witsius, the covenant made with Israel at Sinai “was
not formally the covenant of works” for at least three reasons.3” First, it is
not possible that God would reinstitute the covenant of works with sinners,
since they are not capable of the perfect obedience required in the covenant
of works and of obtaining justification and life through such obedience.
Second, the obedience required in the Mosaic covenant was a “sincere
obedience, as an evidence of reverence and gratitude,” and not a perfect
obedience that was to be performed in order to obtain God’s blessing. And
third, the obligation of obedience in the Mosaic economy did not “conclude
Israel under the curse, in the sense peculiar to the covenant of works, where
all hope of pardon was cut off, if they sinned but in the least instance.”3°

Immediately after his denial that the Mosaic administration was in form
a covenant of works, Witsius adds a point that we have seen previously in
the formulations of Calvin and Turretin. In Witsius’s interpretation of the
apostle Paul’s contrasting of the law and the gospel, the apostle is
contending against “carnal Israelites,” who did not regard the law in
accordance with “God’s purpose or intention” but who “mistook the true
meaning of that covenant, embraced it as a covenant of works, and by it

sought for righteousness.”>” Therefore, when Paul opposes the law of



Moses and the gospel of justification through faith in Christ, he is not
presuming that the law of Moses was “nothing but a covenant of works.”
Rather, Paul was teaching that “the gross Israelites misunderstood the mind
of God, and basely abused his covenant; as all such do, who seek for
righteousness by the law.”38

Upon the basis of these considerations, which militate against the view
that the law of Moses was formally a covenant of works, the reader would
expect Witsius to argue that it was in fact only an administration of the
covenant of grace. However, Witsius also rejects the teaching that the law
of Moses was “formally a covenant of grace.”?® In order for the law of
Moses to be a covenant of grace, it would have to include the promises of
blessing and life, which can only be granted by God and received in the
way of faith, and it would have to bestow the strength required in order for
its obligations to be performed. Since the law of Moses includes neither the
gracious promises of God’s blessing nor the provision of the strength
needed to perform what it requires, Witsius concludes that it is not a
covenant of grace. If the law of Moses is neither formally a covenant of
works nor formally a covenant of grace, then what, Witsius asks, is it? In
answer to this question, Witsius proposes that the law of Moses should be
understood as a “national covenant between God and Israel, whereby Israel
promised to God a sincere obedience to all his precepts, especially to the
ten words; God, on the other hand, promised to Israel, that such an
observance would be acceptable to him, nor want its reward, both in this
life, and in that which is to come, both as to soul and body.”40 In this
understanding of the law of Moses as a national covenant, we may say that
it presupposes both the covenants of works and of grace, though it is not
strictly one or the other. In some sense the law of Moses includes or is an
admixture of the covenant of works, which teaches Israel that the Lord’s
blessing requires sincere obedience, and of the covenant of grace, which
teaches Israel that the Lord’s blessing is finally dependent upon his mercy
and grace.

It is difficult to determine where Witsius’s opinion of the peculiar nature
of the Mosaic economy fits into the framework of his covenant theology as
a whole, and how it lines up, for example, with the four views that Turretin
discerns among Reformed covenant theologians. Witsius’s view is not
compatible with the “subservient” or “third” covenant view advocated by
John Cameron and the Amyraldians. When Witsius describes the law of



Moses as both a covenant of works and a covenant of grace, he seems to
favor the second view that Turretin identifies, namely, that the Mosaic
economy was an admixture of the covenants of works and of grace.
However, much of Witsius’s treatment of the question corresponds to the
themes that we have seen previously in Calvin and Turretin, and
cumulatively support the view that Witsius regarded the Mosaic covenant as
substantively an administration of the covenant of grace. Among the writers
we have considered, Witsius’s position does seem to anticipate some of the
emphases of authors of TLNF, particularly the idea that the Mosaic
economy includes in some sense a formal republication of the covenant of
works at the level of Israel’s corporate or national life. But in this respect
Witsius differs from the views of Calvin and Turretin, and in a way that is
more confusing than it is clarifying.



The Westminster Confession of Faith

The best source for determining the historic Reformed consensus on the
doctrine of the covenant is undoubtedly the WCF. Among the classic
symbols of the Reformed churches, the WCF clearly presents the consensus
doctrine of the covenant in the period of Reformed orthodoxy. As is
typically the case with confessional documents, the formulations of the
WCF represent the common and accepted features of the doctrine, and
leave aside those peculiar features that belong only to this or that theologian
of the tradition. For example, even though it was fairly common by the time
of the writing of the WCF to speak of an intra-Trinitarian “covenant of
redemption” (pactum salutis), the WCF restricts its discussion of the
covenant to the historical covenants before and after the fall into sin.
Consequently, the WCF is an excellent standard to test the claims of the
authors of TLNF. Is there any evidence that the WCF views the Mosaic
administration as a kind of republication of the covenant of works?*!

In chapter 7 of the WCEF, which is titled “Of God’s Covenant with Man,”
the Confession presents a classic statement of historic Reformed bi-
covenantalism. The first article of chapter 7 underscores the importance of
the doctrine of the covenant and offers a general definition of God’s
covenant with man. According to this article, all human beings were created
in God’s image and can only have “fruition of him as their blessedness and
reward” by means of covenant (WCF 7.1). Even though human beings who
bear God’s image are obliged by nature to obey God, they would never be
able to enjoy the perfection of eternal life without God’s sovereign initiative
or “voluntary condescension” to enter into covenant with them. For the
Westminster divines, the covenant relationship between God and human
beings as his image-bearers, whether before or after the fall, is always based
upon God’s free and unmerited condescension.

After making these fundamental points about the indispensability of the
covenant to human blessedness and the nature of the covenant as a
“voluntary condescension” on God’s part, the Confession proceeds to
distinguish and define the prelapsarian covenant of works and the
postlapsarian covenant of grace. What distinguishes the covenant of works
is that it promises Adam and all whom he represented life “upon condition



of perfect and personal obedience” (WCF 7.2). By virtue of Adam’s sin and
disobedience, there is no possibility open to Adam or his posterity for life
and blessedness upon the basis of the covenant of works. Consequently,
God was “pleased to make a second, commonly called the covenant of
grace; wherein he freely offereth unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus
Christ; requiring of them faith in him, that they may be saved, and
promising to give unto all those that are ordained unto eternal life his Holy
Spirit, to make them willing, and able to believe” (WCF 7.3). The covenant
of works and the covenant of grace are similar in respect to their source and
promise. Both covenants originate with the triune God who voluntarily
condescends to enter into covenant with his creatures. In the covenant of
works, the parties are God, the triune Creator, and Adam and his posterity.
In the covenant of grace, the parties are God, the triune Redeemer, and all
who by faith are partakers of Christ and all his benefits. The life promised
in the covenant relationship before and after the fall into sin is nothing less
than the perfection of eternal life and blessedness in unbreakable
communion with God. What distinguishes these two covenants as to their
substance is that the first requires “personal and perfect obedience” as the
condition for obtaining life, whereas the second requires faith in Christ, the
Mediator.

The two concluding articles of Chapter 7 of the WCF are of special
importance to the question of the unity of the covenant of grace throughout
the history of redemption. In these articles, the Westminster divines
embrace the formulation of Calvin and other Reformed theologians that the
covenant of grace is one in substance throughout the course of history and
in all its various dispensations.

This covenant [of grace] was differently administered in the time of
the law, and in the time of the gospel: under the law, it was
administered by promises, prophecies, sacrifices, circumcision, the
paschal lamb, and other types and ordinances delivered to the people
of the Jews, all foresignifying Christ to come; which were, for that
time, sufficient and efficacious, through the operation of the Spirit,
to instruct and build up the elect in faith in the promised Messiah,
by whom they had full remission of sins, and eternal salvation; and
is called the old testament. (WCF 7.5)



Under the gospel, when Christ, the substance, was exhibited, the
ordinances in which this covenant is dispensed are the preaching of
the Word, and the administration of the sacraments of Baptism and
the Lord’s Supper: which, though fewer in number, and
administered with more simplicity, and less outward glory, yet, in
them, it is held forth in more fulness, evidence and spiritual efficacy,
to all nations, both Jews and Gentiles; and is called the new
testament. There are not therefore two covenants of grace, differing
in substance, but one and the same, under various dispensations
(WCF 7.6).

Nothing in these confessional statements regarding the unity and
diversity of the covenant of grace throughout the history of redemption
differs in any significant way from what we have seen in the writings of
Calvin, Turretin, and Witsius. The administration of the covenant of grace
“under the law” refers broadly to the entire Mosaic economy. In the view of
the Westminster divines, the Mosaic administration in its entirety
foreshadowed the person and work of Christ as Mediator. Believers under
the Mosaic economy were saved in the same way, and enjoyed the same
spiritual blessings that are now enjoyed by believers after the coming of
Christ.*?

Though the authors of TLNF acknowledge these features of the WCF’s
conception of the Mosaic economy, they especially appeal to chapter 19 to
argue for the view that the law of Moses “in some sense” republished the
covenant of works (10-11, 43). In chapter 19, which is titled “Of the Law
of God,” the WCF makes a number of important statements about the law
within the context of the prelapsarian covenant of works and the
postlapsarian covenant of grace. With respect to the covenant of works, the
Confession notes that “God gave to Adam a law, as a covenant of works, by
which he bound him and all his posterity to personal, entire, exact, and
perpetual obedience” (WCF 19.1, emphasis added). Reiterating what was
stated in chapter 7 regarding the covenant of works, the Confession affirms
that the “promise of life” made to Adam would have been granted upon the
basis of Adam’s fulfillment of this condition.

In several subsequent articles of chapter 19, the Confession also affirms
that the moral law of God continued after the fall to be “a perfect rule of
righteousness” for all human beings created in God’s image, and that it was



communicated to Israel through Moses in the form of the Decalogue at
Mount Sinai (WCF 19.2-5). In addition to the moral law, which was
summarized for Israel in the Decalogue, God also gave Israel various
ceremonial laws, which foreshadowed the coming of Christ and are
abrogated under the new covenant (WCF 19.3). Of particular significance is
the Confession’s declaration regarding the moral law that God gave to
believers under the Mosaic administration and that continues to “bind”
believers to obedience under the new covenant in Christ.

Although true believers be not under the law, as a covenant of
works, to be thereby justified, or condemned; yet is it of great use to
them, as well as to others; in that, as a rule of life informing them of
the will of God, and their duty, it directs and binds them to walk
accordingly. . . . The promises of it, in like manner, show them
God’s approbation of obedience, and what blessings they may
expect upon the performance thereof; although not as due to them as
a covenant of works. (19.6)

It is difficult to see what basis the authors of TLNF have for appealing to
these articles in chapter 19 of the WCF to prove that the Mosaic economy
in some sense republished the covenant of works. The Confession clearly
affirms that the moral law, whether promulgated through Moses or by
Christ himself, constitutes a “perfect rule of righteousness” that is abidingly
normative for the conduct of God’s people. Indeed, the moral law continues
to obligate all creatures, “as well justified persons as others,” to a pattern of
conduct in respect to God and to others that is pleasing to God as their
Creator or Redeemer. The moral obligations of obedience remain the same
after the fall into sin as they were before, though the particular form or
expression of these obligations may differ throughout the course of
redemptive history. But this does not warrant the conclusion that the Mosaic
economy was in some sense a republication of the covenant of works. As a
matter of fact, the Confession expressly denies that the law was given
through Moses “as a covenant of works.” Unlike the covenant of works,
which required “personal and perfect obedience” to the law as the condition
for obtaining life and blessedness, the Mosaic economy requires faith in
Christ alone for salvation. The obligations of the law under the Mosaic



covenant as a covenant of grace are not set forth as a basis for the believer’s
justification, but to teach believers of their need for Christ and to encourage

them in their life of grateful obedience.*

Summary

In my review of the covenant theology of three leading Reformed
theologians, Calvin, Turretin, and Witsius, as well as my sketch of the
covenant conception of the WCF, we have seen a consistent set of
emphases. In every case, with the exception of Calvin who does not
expressly articulate a doctrine of a prelapsarian covenant of works, a clear
distinction is drawn between two substantially different covenants. The first
covenant is the prelapsarian covenant of works, whose substance consists in
God’s promise of life to Adam and his posterity upon condition of perfect
and personal obedience. The second covenant is the postlapsarian covenant
of grace, whose substance consists in God’s gracious promise of life to all
who are united to Christ by faith and become thereby partakers of all his
benefits. With respect to the postlapsarian covenant of grace, a clear
consensus exists that this covenant, though diversely administered
throughout the course of redemptive history, was one in substance. In all of
its administrations, the covenant of grace promises life upon condition of
faith in Jesus Christ. So far as the obligations of obedience under the
covenant of grace are concerned, the moral law of God, which was known
to Adam before the fall, serves as an abiding rule of conduct. However, the
law of God, which was promulgated through Moses in the form of the Ten
Commandments, does not function in any sense as a republication of the
covenant of works. Though the law’s moral demands remain the same, the
law is not given through Moses or under any of the administrations of the
covenant of grace as an instrument for obtaining the inheritance of life and
blessing. Rather, the law functions in its first use to teach believers their
need for Christ and his saving work, and in its third use to be a “rule of
gratitude” for the sincere, though imperfect, obedience of God’s redeemed
people.



An Assessment of the Biblical Arguments

Though the historical argument for the republication thesis is a dominant
feature of TLNF, the largest section of the volume consists of several
articles that offer a biblical-theological case for the claim that the Mosaic
administration republished the “works principle” of the prelapsarian
covenant of works. The aim of the contributors to this section of the book is
to confirm the biblical warrant for this view of the nature of the Mosaic
administration. In keeping with the limitations of my review of TLNF, I
will not engage all of the chapters in this section of the book, nor will I
attempt to assess many of the details of the complex exegetical arguments
of the authors. To do so would require nothing less than a biblical-
theological monograph of considerable length. My assessment will focus
only upon the articles that I summarized in my survey of the book and upon
some of their most important arguments.

Furthermore, rather than attempt an independent exegesis of the key
passages adduced by the authors for their respective versions of the
republication thesis, I will simply contrast the handling of these passages in
TLNF with the interpretation of several representative Reformed exegetes.
My aim in drawing the contrast between the handling of these passages by
contributors to TLNF and by other Reformed exegetes will not be to
determine whose interpretation is finally to be preferred. Rather, it will be
my aim to establish at least two points: first, that the biblical-theological
arguments of the contributors do not clearly belong to the mainstream of
historic Reformed biblical theology; and second, that the biblical-
theological arguments of the authors rather reflect the far-reaching influence
of a recent Reformed biblical theologian, Meredith Kline. If these two
points can be established, then it seems to me that they undermine the larger
claim of the authors of TLNF, namely, that their understanding of the
republication thesis represents an integral part of the historic Reformed and
biblical theology of the covenant.**

In order to organize my assessment of the biblical-theological argument
for the republication thesis, I will address three topics: (1) the interpretation
of the apostle Paul’s use of Leviticus 18:5 in Romans and Galatians; (2)
Galatians 3:6—14 and the Mosaic administration; and (3) the typology of the



Mosaic economy in relation to its NT fulfillment. With respect to each of
these topics, I will compare the positions of the authors of TLNF with
alternative views that are more characteristic of biblical theologians in the
Reformed tradition.

Paul’s Use of Leviticus 18:5

Throughout TLNF, various contributors interpret the apostle Paul’s use
of Leviticus 18:5 in Romans 10 and in Galatians 3 to be clearly based upon
the conviction that the Mosaic economy in some sense republished the
covenant of works. In the biblical studies of Estelle and Gordon, this is a
basic component in their arguments for republication.

In his chapter, Estelle argues that Paul views Leviticus 18:5 to
communicate a covenant-inheritance principle that is antithetical to that of
the covenant of grace, which promises life and blessing through the work of
Christ and upon the basis of God’s gracious initiative. In his description of
the function of Leviticus 18:5, Estelle interprets the “works principle” it
enunciates to serve two distinct purposes. On the one hand, Estelle
maintains that this works principle was “republished” at Sinai to drive its
recipients to acknowledge their sinful inability and to cause them to trust in
“God’s provision to accomplish the goal, that is, entitlement to the land of
heaven” (131). On the other hand, Leviticus 18:5 served another function,
namely, to teach Israel that obedience to the law “would be the meritorious
grounds for Israel’s continuance in the land, the typological kingdom”
(136).*> For his part, Gordon offers an interpretation of the use of Leviticus
18:5 that shows the radical contrast between the Mosaic administration as a
covenant of works, which could only place its recipients under
condemnation and death, and the Abrahamic administration as a covenant
of grace, which promises justification and life to those who place their trust
in Christ alone. In the view of Estelle and Gordon, Paul’s use of Leviticus
18:5 demonstrates compellingly that the Mosaic covenant was in some
sense a covenant of works that set forth a works principle antithetical to the
grace principle of the gospel. Gordon’s statement of the antithesis between
the Mosaic covenant and the covenant of grace is less qualified than that of
Estelle. However, both contributors insist that Paul appeals to Leviticus
18:5, not to oppose those who misused or abused the meaning of this



passage within the broader framework of the Mosaic economy, but in
accord with its proper meaning and significance.

Before I compare the way Estelle and Gordon interpret Paul’s use of
Leviticus 18:5 with that of other Reformed exegetes, it should be observed
that they give little attention to the meaning of this text in its original, OT
setting. While Estelle acknowledges the difference between Leviticus 18:5
in its “original setting” and in Paul’s use of it (111), he does not offer an
account of the difference. However, the reason Paul’s appeal to Leviticus
18:5 raises a number of difficult exegetical questions derives precisely from
this difference. In its original setting within the Mosaic economy, Leviticus
18:5 can scarcely be understood apart from other essential elements of the
covenant of grace. For example, the obligations of obedience stipulated in
Leviticus 18:5 assume the truth of Israel’s redemption from bondage by
God’s outstretched arm, and are placed within this context in a manner that
is similar to the promulgation of the law at Sinai. When the Lord calls his
people to holiness, he does so as one who is holy, but also as one who
graciously makes provision for the justification and sanctification of his
people.

It is especially noteworthy that the statutes of the Mosaic covenant to
which Leviticus 18:5 requires compliance include all the provisions in the
Levitical legislation that concern the offering of sacrifices for the cleansing
away of the guilt and pollution of sin. Indeed, all of the ceremonies of the
law to which Israel is subject constitute a typological prefigurement of the
person and work of Christ as Mediator and Savior. Furthermore, the Lord,
who makes provision for the removal of the guilt and uncleanness of the
people through the Levitical legislation, also promises the people that he
will sanctify them (see, e.g., Lev. 22:32-33). In this context, Leviticus 18:5
can hardly be read to be a republication of the covenant of works, which
obliges Israel to a perfect obedience as a basis for her blessing in the Land
of Promise. This would not only wrest Leviticus 18:5 from its setting within
the Mosaic economy and the Levitical legislation, but it would also suggest
that this economy was no longer undergirded by the promises first made to
Abraham, who was justified before God through faith alone and in no other
wise than believers are justified in the NT economy. When Estelle and
Gordon maintain that Leviticus 18:5 republished the covenant of works,
they offer little or no explanation of how this comports with these



fundamental features of the Mosaic covenant as an administration of the
covenant of grace.

More important than their failure to explain how Leviticus 18:5 fits
within the framework of a covenant administration that was substantively a
covenant of grace, Estelle and (especially) Gordon dismiss a common
Reformed interpretation of Paul’s use of this text in Romans and Galatians.
As we have seen in our consideration of the view of the Mosaic
administration in Calvin, Turretin, and Witsius, these formative writers in
the history of Reformed theology consistently interpret Paul to be
addressing a “legalistic” abuse or misappropriation of the teaching of
Leviticus 18:5. Remarkably, Gordon, in the course of his rather dismissive
treatment of John Murray’s view of the obligations of obedience under the
Mosaic covenant, writes as though Paul’s argument cannot possibly be read
in any other way than the one he presents.*® In offering his criticism of
Murray, Gordon actually criticizes a rather standard view in the history of
Reformed interpretation of Paul’s argument in Galatians. Even were Gordon
able to prove that Murray could have made “no sense” out of Paul’s letter to
the Galatians, as he alleges, he would still have to acknowledge that the
interpretation of Paul’s argument that he dismisses was fairly common, and
probably predominant, among the principal exegetes of the tradition.

In the writings of Calvin, Turretin, and Witsius, Paul’s appeal to
Leviticus 18:5 in Romans 10 and Galatians 3 is interpreted quite differently
than in the chapters by Estelle and Gordon. Each of these theologians
interprets Paul’s use of Leviticus 18:5 in terms of what might be called a
“narrow” or “abstract” view of the law of Moses. Within the broader
framework of the Mosaic administration of the covenant of grace, God’s
design and purpose in promulgating the law was twofold. On the one hand,
the law was given to Israel after her redemption from bondage in Egypt as a
comprehensive description of the kind of grateful and sincere obedience
that the Lord properly expected from his covenant people. In Reformed
theology, this is commonly termed the “third” and “principal” use of the
law.*” On the other hand, God’s design in giving the law through Moses
was also “pedagogical,” since the law serves to expose human sinfulness
and inability in order to drive its recipients to Christ, who is the “end” and
“fulfillment” of the law. This use is typically termed the “first” or
“pedagogical” use of the law. However, when the apostle Paul draws a
contrast or speaks of an antithesis between the “law” and the “gospel,” he is



not teaching that the Mosaic administration in some sense republished the
covenant of works and is, in this respect, contrary to the gospel. Rather, the
apostle is opposing a kind of “legalism” that appeals to the “law” as an
instrument for pursuing righteousness and justification before God upon the
basis of works of the law.

In the interpretation of Calvin, Turretin, and Witsius, Paul’s appeal to
Leviticus 18:5 is understood within the context of his polemic with the
legalism of his opponents. In their reading of Romans 10 and Galatians 3,
Paul’s appeal to Leviticus 18:5 aims to remind his legalistic opponents that
the law, narrowly and abstractly considered, could never serve as an
instrument of self-justification before God. In its narrow and abstract
meaning, the law reveals only the demands and obligations of perfect
obedience. These demands and obligations coincide with the moral law of
God to which all image-bearers of God, including Adam before the fall, are
subject. By means of the law, God reveals to his people what pleases him,
namely, perfect conformity to his statutes. When the law with its demand
for perfect obedience is separated from the promises and provisions of
God’s grace, it can only impress upon its recipients their sinful inability and
the futility of obtaining acceptance with God on the basis of the works of
the law.

Rather than cite again passages from each of these theologians to
illustrate their interpretation of Paul’s appeal to Leviticus 18:5, I will treat
Calvin’s comments on Romans 10:5 and Galatians 3 as illustrative of
themes that are common to all of them.

In his commentary on Romans 10:5, Calvin explains Paul’s appeal to
Leviticus 18:5 by distinguishing between “the whole of the doctrine
(universam doctrinam) taught by Moses” and “that part of it which
belonged peculiarly to his ministry.”*® In his “universal office,” Moses
taught nothing that is contrary to the gospel. The Mosaic economy or
administration of the covenant included the preaching of repentance and
faith, and therefore it included “offering the promises, the free promises, of
the divine mercy.” In the discharge of his comprehensive office, Moses
preached the gospel with its summons to faith and repentance. Within the
context of the universal office of Moses, the law provided the people
instruction in their duties and obligations of obedience. However, the
apostle Paul appeals to Leviticus 18:5 as an example of Moses’ peculiar
office as a teacher of the demands and obligations of the law, which by



God’s design served as a means to instruct the people of Israel “in how
many ways they were accursed and how far they were from being able to
earn anything from God by their works. Being thus led to despair of
attaining any righteousness of their own they were to flee to the haven of
divine goodness—to Christ himself. This was the purpose of the ministry of
Moses.”*® Though the ministry of Moses included a preaching of the gospel
and its promises, Calvin observes that, in his particular office as a teacher of
the law, Moses was called to teach the character of the righteousness of
works and to remind the people of the rewards and punishments due to
those who obey or disobey its precepts. When Paul contrasts the “law” of
Moses and the gospel, the contrast is not between the universal office of
Moses and the gospel, but between the peculiar office of Moses and the
gospel. “Whenever the word law is used in this restricted sense, Moses is
implicitly contrasted with Christ. We are then to see what the law contains
in itself when separated from the Gospel. I must, therefore, refer to what I
say here of the righteousness of the law not to the whole office of Moses,
but to that part of it which was peculiarly entrusted to him.”>°

According to Calvin, in this passage Paul is opposing those who “put
their trust for salvation” in their works performed in obedience to the law.
When Paul speaks of those who are “of the works of the law,” he is
speaking of the Judaizers who sought to use the law as a means of self-
justification before God.”' Though the law of God is holy and good, by
itself it can only “curse” all those who are unable to perform perfectly what
it requires.

[The apostle] concludes boldly that all are cursed because all have
been commanded to keep the law perfectly, and this is because, in
the present corruption of our nature, the ability is wanting. Hence
we conclude that it is accidental that the law should curse, though at

the same time perpetual and inseparable.>?

In order to interpret Paul’s appeal in this passage to Leviticus 18:5, it is
necessary, according to Calvin, to bear in mind that his “language is
adapted to these particular circumstances. The contradiction between the
law and faith lies in the cause of justification.”>®> While the law of God
continues to serve believers as a rule of gratitude, the law of God serves, so



far as justification before God is concerned, to show the impossibility of
justification by works. When Paul adduces Leviticus 18:5 against his
opponents, he is not offering a complete account of the law within the
framework of the Mosaic covenant. Nor is he denying that, with respect to
the believer’s conduct, the law serves as a norm for the good works that
faith necessarily produces. What the apostle wishes to deny is the claim that
it is possible to do what the law requires and upon that basis obtain favor
with God. In respect to the decisive question of justification, the law can
only serve to remind sinners of their unworthiness and need for the work of
Christ as Redeemer. As Calvin remarks, “[w]e admit that the doers of the
law, if there were any, would be righteous. But since that is a conditional
agreement, all are excluded from life because none offers the righteousness
that he ought.”>*

Though there are a number of past and more recent interpreters of Paul’s
appeal to Leviticus 18:5 that follow in the trajectory of Calvin’s view, I also
wish to consider the way John Murray addresses this topic. Since Gordon
singles Murray out for particular criticism and insists that he could not have
offered a convincing interpretation of Paul’s appeal to Leviticus 18:5, it is
instructive that Murray does address the subject and follows closely the
interpretation of Calvin.

In his commentary on the book of Romans, Murray devotes an appendix
to the question of Paul’s appeal to Leviticus 18:5 in Romans 10:5. Murray
devotes special attention to this question since, as he acknowledges, Paul’s
use of Leviticus 18:5 seems to contradict the meaning of the passage in its
OT context. In the OT economy of redemption, Leviticus 18:5 does not
appear in a context “that deals with legal righteousness as opposed to that of
faith.”>° Rather, Leviticus 18:5 seems to present the law in the same way as
it is presented in Exodus 20, Deuteronomy 5, and in many other passages in
the Pentateuch, namely, as a rule of gratitude that norms the conduct of a
redeemed people in their life-fellowship with the Lord. According to
Murray, Paul’s use of Leviticus 18:5 cannot help but raise the question
“could Paul properly have appealed to Lev. 18:5 as an illustration of works-
righteousness in opposition to that of faith?”°® In Murray’s answer to this
question, three “distinct relationships” are identified in which the principle
enunciated in Leviticus 18:5, “the man that does shall live,” has particular
relevance.



First, in “a state of perfect integrity,” Murray argues, the law of God
reveals a “principle of equity in God’s government.”>” Since the law
discloses to human beings what accords with God’s will, obedience to the
law will invariably be pleasing to God and warrant his approbation and
justifying verdict, whereas disobedience will always be displeasing to him
and warrant his disapproval and condemnation. God always judges human
conduct according to the truth, whether it be conduct that pleases or
displeases him. In the state of Adam’s integrity before the fall, it was
possible for him to enjoy God’s approval by doing what the law required.
However, by virtue of Adam’s fall and disobedience, the law of God as such
can now only expose him and his posterity to condemnation and death,
since all have sinned and fall short of God’s glory. Since the fall of Adam,
man’s original relationship to the law is no longer operative. Now the law
can only reveal the sinfulness of all human beings and their just liability to
condemnation and death.

Second, “within the realm of sin” or the world subsequent to the fall of
Adam, the principle, “the man that does shall live,” must be regarded as
“totally inoperative” as a means for obtaining favor and acceptance with
God.”® According to Murray, the absolute contrast that the apostle Paul
wishes to set forth in Romans 10:5-6 between the righteousness of works
and the righteousness of faith, is a contrast between doing what the law
requires and embracing what God freely gives in Christ. When Paul
adduces Leviticus 18:5 to illustrate this contrast, he appeals properly to
what the language of this text by itself expresses. Leviticus 18:5 expresses
what “holds true when law-righteousness is operative unto justification and
life and also express[es] the conception entertained by the person who
espouses the same as the way of acceptance with God (cf. also Gal.
3:12).”°% When the apostle Paul appeals to Leviticus 18:5 to prove the
futility of obtaining a right standing with God on the basis of works, he
properly demonstrates the futility of any such endeavor. No one is able to
do all that the law requires, and therefore no one is able to obtain life
through the works of the law.

And third, the purpose of Paul’s quotation of Leviticus 18:5 is shaped by
his polemic with those who would appeal to their works of obedience to the
law as a basis for justification and life. In making his appeal to this passage,
the apostle legitimately opposes any attempt to use the law as an instrument
of self-justification. However, in Murray’s judgment, the misappropriation



of the law as a means to obtain life and justification before God by Paul’s
opponents, does not mitigate the proper use of the law as a norm for
Christian obedience and sanctification. “But we must not suppose that
doing the commandments as the way of life has ceased to have any validity
or application. To suppose this would be as capital a mistake in its own
locus as to propound works-righteousness as the way of justification. . . . In
the realm of grace, therefore, obedience is the way of life. He that does the
commandments of God lives in them.”%Y When Paul adduces Leviticus 18:5
to expose the futility of any effort to obtain justification upon the basis of
the works of the law, he does not thereby deny the legitimacy of an appeal
to Leviticus 18:5 in support of a sincere and grateful obedience to the law
of God. Nor does he deny the sense in which such sincere obedience is the
way of life and blessing for the redeemed people of God.

From these comments of Murray’s on Paul’s use of Leviticus 18:5, it is
apparent that he follows in all important respects the interpretive approach
of theologians in the Reformed tradition whose views we have surveyed.
Though several authors of TLNF challenge this interpretation, it represents
a cogent and more common Reformed explanation of Paul’s appeal to

Leviticus 18:5 in Romans and Galatians.5!

Galatians 3:6—14 and the Mosaic Administration

Perhaps the most provocative exposition of the republication thesis in
TLNF is the chapter by Gordon that offers an interpretation of the contrast
between the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants in Galatians 3:6—14. Upon
the basis of his reading of this passage, Gordon argues that these covenants
are “characteristically” different. Whereas the Abrahamic covenant was
unconditional and gracious, the Mosaic covenant was conditional and legal.
Contrary to the Abrahamic covenant, which promised life and blessing
through Christ, the Mosaic covenant enunciated a “works principle” that
could only condemn and curse the people of God. In Gordon’s
interpretation, Paul’s appe